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Lapse in Life Control 


Author's Notes: 

Still have a lot to map out, but | have a plan and made it on time, so setbacks aside, this challenge is on for 
me! *Disclaimer*: Allen is snide, and there is a reason for it. (Don't worry, more characters are coming in the 
next chapters, and some will be interaction rather than journal-type entries). Researching him enough proves 
he's a real-world anti-villain in rock-and-roll. He chooses to do good, but he did (or does) have an evil side to 
his mind and beliefs that can't really be sugar-coated, whether he chose to act on it or not. But, he has a lot 
of wit and a scheming mind -made him a good choice to be the one to lead the charge coming after me (| let 
his character take control of where my mind let him go for this).. and he has plenty of a motive, because | did 
give up BOC for Lent and outcasted them from any research/writing during the time, and he's not thrilled with 
it, even if it gave him a lead -and revenge, since l'm going to blame him for my lost writing. Albeit, there was 
a delay in when it was written vs the time (I only started writing what his fictional self has supposedly been 
doing during that time after Easter had passed). 


Date: 4/19. (Exile day 3 1) 


Log entry author -ALLEN LANER. 


There's something quite fascinating about the supernatural. Particularly when portrayed realistically in fiction 
Subtle enough that one could argue a believable existence of it in life. Maybe that's how those of us in Blue 
Oyster Cult became so drawn to using it as a lyrical theme, to have such an uncommon interest common to 
us. Having a manager who encouraged it sealed the fate of what we would choose to focus our explorations 


upon. 


Aside from the fictional thrill, 've always found myself drawn to it for the challenge of analysis. Knowing the 
origins and theorizing where fantasy and reality connect and split, and just how far from the standards of 
typical reality can such a split exist. How far can the boundaries be pushed with the supernatural before 


there becomes no theoretical means of its existence. 


Lately in my pondering, I've found such a split to be true. It exists, for certain, yet it must be fiction. Some 
form of fiction pushing against reality from the other side of the split. And in it, | stand at the junction of 
reality and fiction, where they meet and split off like a fork in the road. 


If anyone may find this entry -anyone who might know a basic fact or two about Blue Oyster Cult -you might 
have done a double-take at the date at the top. Æ you looked closely enough (that's quite the sizable ‘if), 


because few pay attention to such minute details. 
Allen Lanier? In 20/9? That cant be right. He's been dead for over five years.. Did that sum up your thoughts? 


Admit it, you looked back to the start to check, didn't you? (Assuming you didn't give up reading by now and 
dismiss my scrawl of thoughts as lunacy). Whether or not you did, you are right. | died in 2013, but Im 
actually here. Not as a typical supernatural figure you might find in the lyrics written between the Bouchard 
brothers and myself. That might be departing too far from reality. 


No, | hate to disappoint anyone, but | am not a ghost, not one of Joe's vampires, nor am | being channeled by 
the Reaper (he's already taken me; I've faced him with no fear and have no uncertainty to fuel any other 


fears of him now). 
But it is indeed a split within reality that allows me to sit alive and to write down my contemplations today. 


| have quite a few contemplations if you wish to look and think for yourself. Be forewarned, the explanations 
are not simple, nor for the faint of heart or those who lack the capacity of wit, attention-span, and 
imagination to sort through an intellectual maze that challenges the conventional thought. There is no linear 
path to follow it -it's rather convoluted. And | am often content to let such things remain in my mind in no 
particular order, but what else am | to do with myself after a month in exile with ten more days to go? (This 


is part of my argument I'll explain later). 


Start with this: There exists a reality which most people accept to be the only one. Let's call it "standard" This 


is life as all people know it and the life from which the historical events of the world are officially recorded. 


This is the only life that most people will have the opportunity to know for themselves. You should not need to 
imagine anything special to understand this life. 


Now we'll take it a step up. Imagine the concept of an alternate reality. The term may not seem unfamiliar, 
though may have multiple meanings in fiction Some are far away and unrecogrizable from standard reality. 
Yet, some closely resemble it, save for minor details. Maybe it's a small shift in time-frame or background. Or 
a different path taken in life beyond a certain point. Maybe it originates in standard reality, but somewhere, it 
branches off to become something entirely different. This is the nature of the split | mentioned before. 


Thus, this concept of alternate realities is in some ways no longer a supernatural concept. It exists. 


I'm far from the only one here, and not everyone with me is done with their time in standard life as | am. 
They're still living there, doing something entirely different from here. And to not take credit where l'm not 
due, most of us across an astonishing number of bands, ranging from starting in the 1960s to the late 1980s, 
who seem to have all found themselves in this position have figured out they have experienced a split from 
standard reality. Some take longer to realize it than others, but for most, its a short matter of time until 


they do from their first split (and | have seen a few cases to suggest there can be more than one). 


Onto my argument: we all know there's a split from reality. Buf, I'd like to know, does it happen on its own to 


certain less-than-ordinary people by coincidence.. 

„or did somebody create this alternative reality, shape our alternative beings, and place us here? 

Over the last month, I've come to two conclusions from my suspicions: 

A) That there is indeed a mastermind behind this split from reality and our existence in it. 

B) That they have some level of control over what we do in it and how we act. 

Amazingly, for someone to have such a level of control, and for a fictional reality where just about anything 
could happen, they seem to have created a shocking number of parallels to our experience from standard life. 


Which we all have vague recall of here, whether we can place when it happened in real time or not. Our 


controller seems to understand a great deal of our history there, and allows us to stay true to a great deal 


of it. 


Do not mistake this as a forfeit of power. | think it's a wonderful tool to keep most of us in control, because it 


gives us reason to suspect that we're not, and that this split life is proceeding as it would on its own. And | 


know that it has thrown off a lot of us here. 
Well, guess what? 


I've figured it out, and | have some of the power this time. It all comes down to what evidence | have found, 


and how | can use it with the more pieces | am able to put together. In time, | might have control over who 


once controlled me. 
Depending on how you look at it, | already do (allow me to hold you in suspense before | say why). 


Already, | had practically the best source of solid proof of having an alternate being; my standard self has 
been dead for half a decade because my physical form there could not go on. Yet | sit now, breathing clearly, 


free of pain, and with the physically sound body | had in 1114. 


When | am not living the experiences that closely resemble what | would have in that time, every now and 
then, | get to interact with others in bands from the time of Blue Oyster Cult, which we may or may not have 
known in the standard time era. There are ‘lapses’ | call them, where we are left without anything particularly 
eventful going on, where we are in some common area we cannot recall how we arrived to, and | suspect we 
are not being actively controlled there. | find some of the places we have come together in to be more than a 
coincidence too, and suspect they might have to do with where our controller dwells. Sometimes it is in 
nondescript, lounge-like rooms in rather large buildings placed in some rural, mountainous town, where none of 
the many people walking through seem to recognize our presence, despite how rowdy we might become. Other 
times, it's in an empty apartment unit above an animal boarding facility in some smaller urban city that Blue 


Oyster Cult may have driven through a number of times in the day. 


In those settings of our lapses, the calendar currently reads 2019. None of us have denied that part by the 
appearance of the world outside the settings of our lapses resembling the later memories collectively held 
from the standard reality, and time travel seems part of the supernatural that is reaching too far beyond the 
boundaries of it. All those realizations brought me to understand where | was, and the extraneous settings 
were what led the others to understand along with their own factors specific to the standard lives that they 


came from. 
When did we all split from standard reality? When did we all end up here in this odd place? 
All at the same time? I'm afraid not. 


The first time | can remember being aware of the time in this split world, | found that it was sometime in 


June of 2017. The same was true for my old bandmates, Joe and Albert Bouchard. 


Donald Roeser, who most will know better as Buck Dharma, and Eric Bloom, seemed to disagree with that 
realization when we found a lapse in the rather scrambled timeline of this split reality. They had been aware of 
living under their [180 appearance and experiencing a rather atypical clash from standard life as the calendar 
read January. They arrived half a year ahead of us, and the first time we found ourselves altogether, we 


were reliving a period from sometime around ITb. 


If we would have ended up here on our own, why not all together in one common place, and at one common 


time? 


You could say Blue Oyster Cult had a lucky lead on becoming aware of the split. Between Buck and Eric's 


experience entirely contradicting their recollections from standard life, and being aware that they arrived 
earlier in a much later time, together we knew all but instantaneously that we had been given the chance to 
live a life different, yet quite similar in many other ways from the one we knew. And we may only guess as to 
how many other different ones we might live if this is not the only one -and for that matter, if we lack the 
ability to be aware of it (which recently, while observing someone | have met in this split by the name of Reb 
Beach, | suspect we don't have that awareness, because his 1989 self -who is stuck on a bus with his Winger 
bandmates in traffic on an interstate through Virginia -doesn't seem aware that his 1999 self is in California, 


trying to transition into life with Dokken and feeling quite pitiful. And vice versa) 


When we began to meet other bands in our lapses in this split world, | began to realize that this existence was 
not coincidental to Blue Oyster Cult, and to build up a collection of evidence from the recent experiences the 


others shared and commiserated over. 
How did | collect it to be aware of so many things which nobody else is? 


Take note that it sometimes pays to be the quiet and strange one of the crowd. | may be the one known to 
always walk around with a book in hand, and that's fair to say, as Sandy Pearlman did. Say that | read endlessly 
in the corner of the room -also fair. However, not all of the time | appear to be reading am | actually doing so, 
and for more than the reasoning that | would exhaust my supply of reading material | carry with myself for a 
weeklong period if | did. 


There's quite a lot to learn about by watching and listening. Except one will quickly find that it's a lof easier to 


do when others around don't realize what you're really up to. 


Now, don't go calling it ‘spying’ Choose to call it ‘eavesdropping,’ and I'll accept that accusation. Fair enough The 
others around me knew | was there when | was with my book. | wasn't pretending to be anyone other than 
myself, and their conversations weren't anything they would have attempted to keep from me if I'd been 
listening more obviously (though perhaps they'd have been intimidated from talking at all if | was staring 
daggers across the room, as anyone would, hence why the book is of use). If they'd really wanted to ensure | 


would not know, they would have gone somewhere in our downtime settings away from me. 
| only take what | hear and put things together. | can't help that I've become quite proficient at doing so. 


Does anyone with me in this split world recall a time Blue Oyster Cult was traveling between gigs and living out 
of the van for a week? A certain time when Eric -who | find to be a wonderful person, despite the many 
factors you would think might lead me to believe otherwise -made the most idiotic statement of how 
wonderfully perfect staying in the hotel overnight would be? Did anyone notice how irate | was for the rest of 
that drive? Grumbling because he'd doomed us and spoiled it? 


By only considering what Eric said in the moment, it seemed an unreasonable reaction. At the very least, it 
seemed like | was coming to the end of my rope after days on end crammed in the van (That was true too, 


but had nothing to do with Eric.) 


But there was the incident a couple of weeks prior in which Jon Lord and lan Paice -who arrived to this reality 
much later than us -were complaining of Ritchie Blackmore setting off the fire alarm in their hotel, because 
he attempted to burn some item inside his room. One of his seances, or something in the room he felt the 
need to destroy -none of us really know what he did or trust his answers. It forced the whole hotel to 


evacuate in the early hours before sunrise when the smoke got out of hand and set off the alarms. 


Though it isn't as strong in my recollections -which tells me it happened much longer ago in my standard 
lifetime -| have plenty of reason to suspect Ritchie would do such a thing, recalling the fight he got into with 


his bandmates and our road crew backstage over God knows what. (Do not tell me; | don't wish to know.) 


Then slightly before that, Mick Brown (should | honor the title of "Wild" Mick Brown in casual conversation?) - 
who | also met in standard, just before they got off the ground as a band and just before | left my bandmates 
for a few years -spoke of an incident with seagulls in a hotel room. He admitted to having a distant memory 
of it somehow, despite not remembering when it happened. A parallel to standard life, Wild Mick -the proof that 
is designed fo throw us off. | ought to mention, while Blue Oyster Cult existed as a band much earlier than 
Dokken, all four* of the main members were aware of being in an alternate world by the end of 20l6 -oddly 
enough, as their fighting 80s selves while their standard life selves were having a reunion and getting along 
better than they ever could in their heyday and disastrous ending of the 40s, both of which I've heard of in 


lapses here. It's quite tragic.. 


*(To be completely accurate, | should say they all figured it out with a series of unfolding events in December 
of 20lb, though as Don Dokken revealed to me in conversation, he knew immediately in October. Given the 
isolation between him and his bandmates, and a certain level of wit I've observed in him, this does not surprise 
me. Our controller seems to have sent them through a number of experiences that prove to me that he has 


not been given the credit he deserves; I'll give him his due there.) 


| can say | never did meet Reb Beach and Paul Taylor of the 80s band Winger before my split, as | have no 
recollection of it from my discontinued time in standard reality. | did know Alice Cooper, but knowing of Reb and 
Paul now is only further proof of this split. And after our hotel stay gone wrong, they had their own in the 
form of a power outage. We were not the last to suffer the wrath of a hotel setting, and | get the vaguest 
sense that they are not either. Reb might have doomed someone else with his remark of one stuck in an 
elevator. At least he won't have to deal with being with whoever suffers for it, knowing that he was the one 
who sealed their fate as Eric sealed ours. (And for what | said earlier, | think he's suffered more than enough 


for payback). 


None of those incidents resembled what | encountered, aside from all taking place in hotels. Perhaps | didn't 
suspect the fire sprinkler would flood one of our rooms and lead us to go into a momentary state of insanity. 
Bear in mind, younger ones, they weren't always standard in buildings in the 10s. Yet, having taken note of 
enough signs, /t wasn't difficult to figure out that something was going to happen in that hotel Eric made the 
statement of how wonderful the hotel would be; thus, he had to have triggered the plot's unfolding. 


Yes, | have forgiven him for the incident. | ought to, as the rest of us left him with quite the hassle as his 


consequence, beginning with explaining the mess to Sandy. 


It seems we've lived quite a few events on the road in this life which have given him a hassle anyways. Which 


leads to further evidence.. 


Practically every time these events happen, | end up in a position in which | act as though | am at least 
somewhat inebriated. In fact, nearly all of us do. It's such pure insanity that in our right minds, few of us 
would choose to act that way. | guess | can't say ‘all, because Joe and Albert have it in them to prove that 


statement wrong from time to time. Most brothers who never quite grow up are like that. 


Though, | don't deny there were times which we did act as such -if brought on by factors that ensured we 
were in fact anything but in our right minds then. 


And there you have if: two convoluted paths of thought, right there, coming together to reconnect. We would 
do those things if not our right minds -and anytime between 1912 and Bl, | guarantee we were not. But if we 
have no recall or concrete signs of being inebriated now, yet still act as if we are no matter how 


embarrassing we find it later, certainly, something is making us do it. If not drugs, than what? 


Let me also make the case for my own recall that | wasn't one to get as stoned as others might (tobacco was 
my drug of choice, and ultimate cause of death) and had a clearer view of how my bandmates were effected. 
Though my general appearance may have led most who saw me to think otherwise. Which, oddly enough, is 


something | feel more aware of lately than | can recall back in the day. 


Of that, how is it that lately | am made more aware than ever of my severe malocclusion, or in layman's 
terms, misaligned teeth? Anytime | dare to smile or snarl -malocclusion on my mind. It's not something | 
harped on every day of my standard life; why here and now? Is it a distinguishing feature which our controller 


focuses on? 


From my observations here in exile, I've seen signs that a fellow by the name of David Palmer might be 
splitting to join us here, and has quite the case of malocclusion of his own. That's nice; I'm sure he'll be 
comforted to know he's not the only one with imperfect teeth. If he cares when he is made to think of it all 
the time, because as long as mine do what | need them to do and aren't painful, | really couldn't care less - 
aside from when photographers won't shut up about it during shoots. Because photo shoots aren't painful 
enough without moaning over minute things that don't matter! 


| believe David Palmer knows Donald Fagen, who joined us recently. It's a pity the nervous wreck that he has 
been so far. Certainly, if he directed his energy toward his intelligence rather than the grip of the insane level 


of paranoia he's under, he'd see a lot of what I'm seeing by now. | wouldn't mind having him on my side in this. 


Yet in his split from reality, he could not escape a parallel to the haze of antidepressants, paranoia, and panic 
attacks he once faced, and | suppose he'll be preoccupied with that until Walter Becker joins him here. It's a 
shame he hasn't (for more reasons than the sacrilege of those two splitting separately), he would have the 
added level of understanding | do, and could probably figure out the rest even faster than me with his amount 
of wit. It'd be nice to not be the only one who's had more than just suspicions and gathered the proof of it. 


Perhaps I'll hope that when David Palmer joins us, Donald will be back in his mindset from 1912 rather than 
1984. Which from what | heard might be no better in terms of anxiety, but at least he won't be held up by 
paranoia (or does he use ‘hangup’ as his term of choice? Observing from the outside makes it hard to hear 


such small detail, but | am glad he at least is aware of being in a different world). 


And the reason why | am observing from the outside for once, rather than from the corner behind my book, 


is perhaps the greatest source of information | have. 


Whoever placed us in this alternate timeline and controls us here has given up actively controlling Blue Oyster 
Cult for Lent. | find it laughable, but our suspension away from the others started on Ash Wednesday, and 
given how long we've been here, | have no better explanation But | suppose the power of control is quite a lot 


to give up. 


Do you think | sound a bit spaced out as | attempt to explain these complex thoughts in as close an order to 
coherent as possible? Would you be fully coherent if you were stuck in some state of being suspended outside 
of any reality -where | can look in on the rooms which the others experience their lapses in, yet they seem to 


not notice my existence? Don't discredit what you cannot understand. 


What our controller did not anticipate was that giving up active control and casting us out from all thought 
also meant complete lapse in awareness of what we were doing while out of it. | can walk about everywhere, 


and nobody senses it. | can see my own bandmates with me, but we cannot speak to each other. 


With a break from the insanity we often see in this reality, my bandmates chose to sleep away most of this 
time -as the boredom of isolation led them to. But I've been up, and searching for occupation in the still and 


quiet night we've been stuck in 


And | admit, I've done some things | perhaps ought not to have. Old habits die hard, | guess. Death itself 
couldn't wipe me out, so | suppose my troublemaking days are far from over as long as I'm here, split from 
standard life, with my views into it. 


While | have yet to spot anyone | can attribute as our controller, | did get a strange feeling one night when | 
spotted an open door to a bedroom, and a tablet in which there were plenty of files, titled with band names. | 
could not manage to search through it, but when | attempted to touch it, the screen flashed dark, and showed 
signs of resetting. 


The next day, | heard the Reb Beach of 1989 moaning to Gary Richrath as they attempted to occupy 
themselves during a lapse with an impromptu guitar jam that he had some sense he hadn't had earlier that he 
would be stuck in traffic on that bus much longer than he and his bandmates had anticipated, and expressed 
quite a bit of regret for Kip Winger losing time to continue working out the aftermath of quite the dilemma 
between himself and Jon Bon Jovi. 


Later that same day, Jeff Pilson from 1999 looked set back weeks in progress of recovering from the meltdown 


of Dokken. 


| think | screwed with something when | touched that tablet. Wiped out some of their plans of controlling the 
rest of us apparently. 


Hah-hah, 


Isn't payback a bitch? Who has the control now? Even if only for a short while. Let me enjoy this sense of 


victory. 


That one's for Neal Doughty, who Gary says he and his bandmates are figuring out how to go about rescuing. 
As he has also been outcasted -for months on end, and not in nearly as quiet or as peaceful a setting. | get 
the feeling he'll have plenty to tell me to add to my records when he recovers. 


Which is why I'm glad | did not inhibit his progress with what | wiped out. I'd like to have him on my side too. 


And since | have not seen Gary in lapse since then, | think he'll arrive shortly. 


Just don't think | meant to bring such pain on Reb and Jeff. If it means anything to them, | didn't anticipate 
this would happen, or mean to stall most of us in lapse. At least I'll be watching it and collecting more 
information we need to understand this. 


Enough of these musings; however, | think I've gone on long enough. Perhaps I've gone on longer than | often 
would, having nothing else to do. And maybe if | were being influenced, | would go on longer (aside from a time 
like this, | have yet to figure out whether | am actively being influenced or not, | only know that we have been 


along the way). | sense if | go on much longer, any intact understanding | may have given you will suffer. 


I've kept records of what I've seen. Perhaps I've helped plant them back into the mind of our controller. | have 
realized that some of us have found a way to make the game mutual by channeling our thoughts through our 
controller and derailing their initial plan for where our journeys through these split realities pass through. A 
good number of us have predicted going one way and fought until we changed the path, though | believe | am 
the only one aware of it fully. For while they might not be aware of being controlled, one with a strong enough 


mind can indirectly influence another, and we have plenty of strong minds concentrated in this life. 


Rather than rambling on about what I've observed and documented, | think it'd be more interesting to allow 
you a direct view into our downtimes in lapse, when we have recollected what has happened to us, and what 
I've only for the first time over the last month experienced looking in from the outside. 


Which leads me to ask, wouldnt you be interested in coming along..? (That's another story that someday will 
appear; | feel it creeping upon us, though | don't see fit to fight it) If I've lost you and you'd rather leave me 


here, don't feel pressured. | understand and respect your wishes. 


But if | haven't thoroughly bored you, or more likely, confused you, and you still wish to read through what | 


have taken in and put together while exiled in the stillness of the night, come follow me to our gathering place 


in lapse in life as you don’t know it, and decide what you think.. 


(To be continued) 


April 5th, 2019: Just Another Night in Lapse 


Author's Notes: 

The action may not have taken off yet, but the players are lining up, and | am having too much fun with it. 
There are so many guys here that would never cross paths in reality or a typical fic, but have personalities 
and interests that would work so well together. (Eric, Kip, and Mike discussing theories of alien life together 
would be adorable, though sadly, it won't happen in this plot line. However, a few other combinations might 
have the chance, and it's already a blast on the upcoming chapters.) Everyone here is sensing their progress 
suddenly freezing due to my document loss, except for focusing on finishing my REO fic at that time, so this 
is actually tracing my writing progress -everything hooks up to my other fics across time. For anyone seeking 
context, this particular chapter draws heavily from "Who's the One Who Believes" and "Waiting for the Thaw 
Out", and also pokes at "The Lost Chords" and a few Moody Blues ideas | have that show no signs of getting 
off the ground anytime soon. 


4/5/19 

Night had set in, and traffic in and out of the building in the town along the Appalachian countryside had 
slowed to a crawl. The most action over the past hour had seen Ritchie Blackmore passing through the 
common room on his way between the rest of the building and the outdoors. He would only stop for a moment 
to say a few words of quick-wit before leaving, much like an aloof cat that passed through the family room 
during a gathering for the sole purpose of turning over a vase and stirring up everyone present. Aside from 


his visits, the night seemed rather uneventful in the open common room of couches, armchairs, and tables. 


Gregg Philbin had occupied himself with a novel while sitting in an armchair in one corner along the back wall, 


while Ray Thomas and John Lodge chatted together on a couch along the exterior side wall 

It was a comment of seeking adventure that finally tempted Gregg to ditch his book and break the silence. 
"You two still haven't seen anything of note lately?" He cast a mildly curious glance toward Ray and John 
lm afraid not," said Ray. 


"There's many different ways you could look at it," said John "Perhaps we do, but not anything | believe we'll 


see anytime soon. Eventually, though." 
"John, you still have the ability to be other places when you're in lapse; why sit here all the time?" 


"Because | get to be with my best mate again," said John "As much as | like. And that is worth all the waiting 


for an adventure, in my mind." 


Ray smiled. "We thought we'd be floating up in space on reuniting, but floating together here is good enough 
for us. Though | still hope we'll be given the opportunity in this world. It seems more likely here.’ 


"We'll bring Mike with us. It will be even more wonderful than our last project together." John beamed, recalling 
his solo work which he'd invited Mike and Ray to contribute on. Something he often joked now was a preview of 


the split world he would later find himself in. 


"Indeed we will" Ray returned to the question at hand. "Aside from that, at least two need to be present at all 
times to hold the fort down Most of your bandmates have been strangely absent, Gregg." 


"And I've been aware of that fact. Neal's been down for the count, and l'm waiting for the others to return 


with him." 


Footsteps came down the short set of stairs leading into the lounge, and Ritchie Blackmore appeared around 


the fold of the wall, passing through the hallway to exit the building. 


"You mean that Neal's gone missing and the others are trying to find him before he sustains permanent 
incapacitation from the conditions while you wait here," he hissed. "Or simply reaches death, which might just 
happen at the rate you've taken!" 


"Look, we can't all go out there; someone has to be able to call for help if everyone else gets lost too! They 
chose to go out and have me stay,’ retorted Gregg. "I'm not wasting time fighting over who goes after him 
and who stays." 


"Now, now, everyone,” John warned, diffusing the rising tempers, not that there was much to diffuse, as 


Ritchie continued on his way, slinking through the doors out into the night. 


"I wish | could say | knew where Eric Bloom and Allen Lanier have been," said Ray mournfully as soon as the 


door clicked shut. "They also seem to be strangely absent as of late, as well as the others with them. 


"Hence why at least half of my mates have had to stick around, at all times." Mike Pinder entered the room 


by the door Ritchie had just exited and took his seat on the other side of Ray. "Usually they'd be with us." 


Water droplets from melted ice crystals shined on the shoulders of his jacket, and rather amusingly, a few 
petals from the blossoming spring trees were caught up in his thinning hair. 


"You were outside," said John His tone was halfway between making a statement and asking a question Stating 


a guess, and seeking validation of it. 


"Indeed | was. Stargazing," said Mike. "It's quite nice, you know. | had Kip Winger out there with me, and | must 
say, I've come to enjoy his company here with all the interests he's got in common. | don't always understand 


some of the ways he gets to playing around, but in all seriousness, he's rather wise for a lad his age." 


"You found someone who shares your belief and knowledge about alien existence here," said John affectionately. 


"The two of you have been thick as thieves with that since we came together here in 2017" 


It was true. Kip could also talk to Mike about classical music theory in ways that didn't apply to his work and 
bandmates in Winger. ‘Eras apart and two of a kind’, as Eric Bloom had joked with them outside one night when 
he'd joined for the extra-terrestrial discussion. They'd all decided he was the middle ground between them, 
both in the peak time of his work and age. 


"If only Eric Bloom had been out there with us; he's just been missing in action for a month. Unfortunately, Kip 
just had to run off too; he's got further concerns with Jon Bon Jovi to attend And | sense Reb Beach might 


be on his way, which leads me to believe he might not be back for some time." 


As if on Mike's cue, exterior doors in the stairwell opened, and through the interior door, Don Dokken audibly 


groaned something about how ‘that was an adventure: 


"Oh dear," sighed Gregg quietly. Complaints of the weather were coming fast, and he knew it. Outside, it was 
only moderately cold for the setting, and warm compared to what he was accustomed to in Illinois. However, to 


the perspective of anyone who had become accustomed to Southern California climate, the story was quite 


different. 


Gregg understood their complaints were fair, but after having been repeatedly pulled back to a frigid setting in 


Colorado with his bandmates since September, said complaints grated him at times. 


John Lodge motioned to one of the unoccupied couches along the back wall of the common room, which was 
against a steam radiator. It hadn't pumped the slightest bit of heat since three weeks prior, despite the cold 
rights, but at least there was something to be said for the comfort of seeing it there. In came Don Dokken, 
Jeff Pilson, and Reb Beach, shaking off umbrellas from cold precipitation. 


‘Its near 10 degrees during the daytime here, but of course, it has to go under 40 at night. It'd be too 
comfortable and simple if it stayed up," grumbled Don, huddling on the couch. "And freezing rain is just 
ridiculous." 

"At least it's only a few crystals mixed in," Jeff tried. "It's mostly water." 


"Its April" 


"| recommend getting used to it," warned Mike, tossing them towels from a laundry basket between the 
couches. "Its been coming down the last two nights and it's supposed to be much heavier for three days past 


tonight." 


Jeff shook his head and sat down at a table with nothing to say on the matter. He had other sources of upset 


much stronger than the rain. 


Reb also took to the couch, but sat on the furthest end, opposite Don, and held himself in the posture of 


someone anticipating an attack. 


Gregg raised his eyebrows. "Damn, Mick's still off in hiding and you all are still stuck in your slump from last 
month?" 


Don snorted. "Considering where you've been for months on end, and where your bandmates still are, you're 


one to talk. Particularly your keyboard player-" 
Gregg held his hands up and leaned back in his seat with surrender. 


| rest my case," Don muttered, followed by something indecipherable about everyone having to judge each 


other. 


Turning to Mike, Gregg tried to quickly shift his focus away from Don and to look as unimposing as possible, 


lest he stir up any more tension 
"Well, you guessed right” 
"About what, mate?" Mike moved across the room to sit next to Gregg. 


Gregg surreptitiously motioned to Reb, not to look threatening when the subject appeared more nervous than a 


long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. 

"You guessed they were on the way. It's not the first time; lve all but come to trust your judgements more 
than my own over the last few months. | don't know, at first they seem right, and then they just fall off, and 
Im stuck here again" 

"Interesting" Mike gazed up toward the ceiling, then over to Ray. 

Ray smiled back knowingly. Go ahead, his eyes seemed to say. 

Gregg raised his eyebrows at both of them. 

Mike prompted. "Well, what are your judgements, mate?" 

"OF what?" 


"When do you think Neal will come back?" 


"When will he-? After all this time, | don't know. Any day now, or never at all, | think sometimes at this point. 


It feels it's hardly been an hour when we're there, but here-" 


"Ah, there's the matter, mate," Ray chimed in from across the room. 

"How so?" 

"I've had my own journey in this world, and I'd rather wait to tell you about it until you've made it through 
your first," said Mike. "But you'll find that here, there are many little things that become quite large enough 
to cloud your mind and trap you for quite some time." 

"Well, | know you've met the others before me, and there are plenty of little things" 

"Indeed, and I'm sure they've had to deal with a few over the past few months too. You mustn't let their 
squabbling stand in the way of your thoughts though, mate. You have got to keep cool and keep pushing 
against the obstacles toward what you know you want -and soon enough, more will work in your favor and 
you'll put yourself back on track and get there fast enough. Maybe you'll even be the one to help them along.’ 
Don sat up enough to cast a sideways glance at Mike. 

Í would think you were dreaming too hard and full of if, if | hadn't noticed the same thing myself. Not as simple as 
you'd like to make it out to be though Too bad you might as well not waste your time explaining it when others will 


Jump fo fell you youre nuts before hearing it 


However, his thoughts went unspoken. Getting stepped on for the cynical thoughts running through his head 
was not on his list of desires, and was more than he felt he had the patience for. 


Too bad keeping quiet didn't allow him to escape a bit of prodding over it anyway. 

"Don, last summer you mentioned something of the sort, do tell me you've been able to gain some headway." 
‘| really haven't, Mike." 

"Have you tried?" 


"I wish | could say | did, but the world as just about beaten the care right out of me." Forget it; you cant win 
sometimes. Or you can, but the hoops to jump through arent worth the trouble. 


| used to think I'd never say it, but me too," Reb said, and a second later, spurted to clarify himself. 
"Not the trying. | am trying. | mean having the care beaten out, in some ways." 


"If it makes you feel any better, Jeff felt the same way two weeks ago," Don offered. "You two can relate, but 


it's nothing new to me." 


"Aw, mate." John left the couch and joined Jeff at the table. Just as Mike had with Eric and Kip, he too had 


developed his own bond over eras since 2017, particularly with Jeff. 

"| suppose it's not anything | can help you with while we're here?" 

"Look, | think we're getting somewhere," said Jeff. "Honestly. Now, not as fast as | thought we were a week ago; 
something is off -you guys have said it, yeah, yeah, | agree. But | don't think it's gonna be too bad. We're 
just." Struggle crept into his tone. "We're a bit tired, and most of us are pretty emotional. I've had a few 
nightmares lately, Reb's barely had a chance to start getting his footing.. But we'll survive, right?" 

"We've been surviving, it hasn't been friendly to the genre lately, so there's not much else we can do -or 
much worse we can get” Reb shrugged listlessly. "I've given up trying to decide whether that's a good thing or 
a bad thing. | keep hanging on because | just don't want fucking Metallica to win every bit of this shit they 
started." 


Gregg did a double-take at Reb's sudden surge of anger, but didn't comment. He had no intention to rile him 
further, and had already learned the hard way what encouraging a rant led to. 


"Okay, you know what?" Jeff pointed at Reb, and for a split second, all the missing life seemed to have sprung 
back into him. "If we're stuck in a slump for awhile, so be it. But we're gonna do this. You bet, when we get 
going again, we're gonna show everyone we're not finished here. Whether it's sooner or later, we will, and yeah, 
it still sucks now, but we're on our way back. So hang tight with me." 


"Ahh, | love your optimism, mate. It's so endearing." 


Jeff smiled weakly as John Lodge hugged him, and leaned in as his sudden burst of animation left him drained 
of the remaining energy he had. 


"You've helped me keep it going with being stuck this long, John. Everything you've told me from your 


adventure. | promise, I'll keep it going as long as | can for Reb." 

"m sure he'll do plenty for you in return" 

"If nothing else, I'll be there for him, because so far, he's been there for me -if there's one good sign 
"There you go," encouraged John. "Start with that and you'll make a plenty strong comeback to show them." 


Gregg suddenly sprang up from the sofa and thew on his coat so aggressively, it looked as if he was trying to 
rip the sleeves off from the inside. 


Ray startled and looked up at him incredulously. "What the hell's with you, mate?" 


"| have to go," said Gregg. "| know I've said it just about a hundred times, but it feels different this time. This 
time, they've got him! They've got him, and the next time you see any of us, he'll be here tool" 


"Good luck, Gregg!" called out John with great enthusiasm. 
Ray and Mike ran to the door to see him off. 


"Focus on the most important object in your mind." Ray shared a blissful expression with Mike as they recalled 
their encounters with Timothy Leary. "Remember, ‘thinking is the best way to travel!" 


Mike didn't resist singing the first couple of lines of the song, until Gregg was out of sight and had 
undoubtedly escaped from lapse. 


"Is the most determined I've seen him," said Ray proudly as they returned inside without Gregg. "I have the 
best of feelings for him; | hope all is the same for his mates." 


"Before asking whether anyone's coming back and when, | just hope that Neal's okay." Sympathy and concern 
tinged Reb's eyes as he looked about, trying to shake off the possible bad outcomes, and thoughts of a much 
darker situation he still felt all too well. 


Its after 2:00 in the morning now," noted Jeff, visibly fighting to hold his head up and keep his eyes open. 
"Are we all in for the night?" 


"| believe so," said John "If Ritchie isn't staying out, he knows well enough the latest he ought to return and 
have someone up for him. Donald Fagen might be on one of his night flights for a few more hours, but the 
rest of us are likely in by now -or will be shortly." 

"l'Il probably wake up from a nightmare in two hours in anyway, so I'll be up to let him in if he's locked out" 
Jeff pulled a blanket from his right pack and camped himself out under the table he'd been sitting at, fort- 
style, crashing with exhaustion. The walk to a bedroom was far too long for him tonight. 

John looked him over sadly, seeing firsthand the symptoms of the battle he was facing. 


"Get what rest you can have for yourself, mate," he whispered softly before retreating back to the couch. "If 


everyone else goes up to bed, | can stay with him." 
"lIl stay here," Reb volunteered. "I can fall asleep just about anywhere, so it's no problem." 


The door in the stairwell opened again, and Ritchie made his return for the night, surreptitiously rubbing his 


upper arms to regain warmth after exposure to the icy rainstorm. 
Ray sighed before regarding him once more. "Are you on your own, or do you have others-?" 


"No, I'm here on my own, and I'm not planning to join the talk leading to nothing," said Ritchie as cold as the air 


he'd let blow in with him. "I see Philbin has gone on another trip to nowhere?" 


"He says the others have got Neal this time," John piped up. 
"Well, that will be interesting to see," offered Ritchie, standing to slink out into the rest of the building, either 
to their bedroom or to sneak around as he often did when he'd had enough of everyone for the night. Which 


depending on who was or wasn't there could be quite quick. 


Don Dokken waited until Ritchie was gone before he muttered quietly, as if wanting to share his thought and 
hide it from the world and its judgement all at the same time. 


"With the way things have been going, if Neal comes back this time, maybe we'll actually have a reason to 


believe any of us are getting somewhere." 
In the darkened stillness of the night, isolated from the gathering, Allen Lanier heaved a sigh. 


Oh, the great help you could be in this if one could break down the walls you've surrounded yourself with, Don 
Though sadly, | entirely understand how they came to be. 


For now, we start as you say it. We wait for Doughty. lil be returning in a mere week. 


Were not going far now, but our time will come.. 
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4/1/19 
"Aww, Neal! Come onl" Kevin Cronin's distinctive whiny voice drifted into the room, all the way from outside. 


"Now, that might be exaggerating, Neal," piped Gary Richrath. "We were not fighting in the car the whole way; 


oh no we weren't!" 
"Oh yes, you two were!" 
"Nuh-uhl!" 


"If either of you think I'm gonna do that back and forth gibberish ‘nuh-uh-yah-huh' with you two like I'm four 
years old, think again. But you were." 


"Alright, all of you guys, that's enough!" Poor Alan Gratzer, playing mediator after hours of driving. "Maybe 
you did fight, or maybe you didn't, but we don't need to fight now." 


Inside the common lounge, Ritchie Blackmore bristled at the exchange. Tonight, with two of his own bandmates 
present, he'd chosen to be rather social for himself. His aloof cat impression had dropped to favor one of a 
guard dog -perhaps an uncommon solid black German Shepherd -standing in the corner to growl at and 
intimidate those he found less tolerable. Upon hearing REO Speedwagon in the outer hallway, he lay back his 


ears, hunched his spine, and raised his hackles. 


| hear we've got company." 


"How's that different from anytime here?" asked Paicey. "Practically no one gets a moment alone..." 


"The nature of it," Ritchie spat. "That Cronin makes Gillan look and sound like a saint, and plays the insufferable 
goody-goody to get away with it all. Never in my life-" 


Paicey sighed and leaned back in his seat, bracing himself on the table edge. "Be still my heart." He openly says 


something nice about lan without being asked.. even if at the expense of another. 


"Ritchie, be kind. His bandmates are here too," said Jon, "and Gary is still protective of them. We don't want a 
fight with them." 


"You mean that you don't. What if | do?" 


Jon visibly strained to take a deep breath without sighing audibly and held his hands up. He looked ready to get 
up from the table and attempt reasoning with Ritchie, but Paicey tapped his arm down and shook his head. 


"Leave him be; he'll be more combative if you try to stop him," he pleaded in a whisper. "Remember last 


year?" 

Shaking his head, Jon left the topic behind. He really didn't want to remember reliving Ritchie blowing up the 
stage at Cal Jam. Once before the split had been enough, and the second had been insult to injury when they 
still hadn't been able to stop it. 

"At least he's honest about it," said Ray innocently. 


The door opened, and all five members of 1912 era REO Speedwagon slipped inside. 


Neal tucked himself behind all the others out of sight, but it didn't stop a joking round of claps from sounding 
off at him. 


"Welcome back Neal." John Lodge was less sardonic, greeting the keyboardist with a smile and a hug, at which 


Neal looked plenty taken aback before being bombarded by the snide comments. 

"Long time, no see, Neal.” 

Paicey was subtle. Ritchie was not. 

"| questioned if your bandmates weren't attempting to ensure we'd never see you again. One in particular." 
Jon shot Ritchie an unusually harsh sidelong glance. 


"No, | was thinking all the crap going on here scared you off for good," Don Dokken added. "Nice to see it didn't” 


"Thanks a lot. | REALLY appreciate it," Neal deadpanned before settling on the couch. "Don't blame my guys for 
the time | was out. | thought it was only for one night. Actually, if you want to give them a hard time, how 
about you ask them why they didn't tell me how long that actually was until the last two hours of the ride 
back here? They didn't tell me either, | figured it out when | realized the trees were blooming, and the last 


time | saw them, they had late summer leaves." 


Kevin pouted. "You were hypothermic; we didn't want you to go into shock, and you're gonna complain about 


that?" 


"We actually all just wanted you to pitch a fit, Trout," joked Gary, playfully nudging him and poking at his 


nickname. 

"Yeah, come on," said Alan. "You're the genius of us; we knew you could figure it out.” 

"| wasn't in shock before we left; you could have told me before we got in the car. But that's okay; | guess 
being a little delirious with cabin fever -after literally spending months in a cabin -might justify not thinking 
entirely right. | guess for being half-frozen, it didn't get to my brain" 

Ritchie actually cracked a smile. 

Alan gasped dramatically. "Oh, Neal, you are gonna get it from me later." 


"Yeah, | should know it with the years we spent in the dorm together. Never ends with you." 


"That's an exaggeration, Trout." Alan sank down on the couch next to Neal with a massive yawn. "See, itll end 
for a bit when | go to sleep. That drive." 


"You don't want to go upstairs?" Gregg hesitantly sat down on the other side of Neal, and Gary and Kevin piled 
in between Alan and Neal. 


"I will later. Maybe. It's a long walk" 
"No worries," said Ray. "He'll hardly be the only one to have had a nap in here." 
Just then, Jeff Pilson jostled out of a sound sleep curled up in an armchair in a violent fit of sneezing. 


"Bless your little soul," John Lodge murmured sadly from behind the guitar in his lap. "That was quite 
heartfelt." 


Don groaned. "With all the pollen starting, | was hoping that was only gonna be allergies when he started feeling 
funny yesterday." 


"We were both hoping, even though we knew what it was," Jeff rasped through sniffling. 


"Yeah, we did. But we're definitely gonna get sick while we're stuck here. Because l'm feeling it, and | get sick at 
the drop of a hat." 


"That's why l'm over here," said Reb, from where he was situated at the table next to lan Paice, who seemed 


safe enough of who else was present. 

"And we told you to keep back from us anyway, because we're trying to make sure you wont." 

"Well, if he doesn't, maybe I'll end up joining the party with you guys. Because | just got back from spending 
seven months freezing and buried in a snowbank, and forget being sick, don't ask how | got out alive. That's 

getting off easy. At least I'll have an excuse to sleep for a couple days straight and not have anyone try to 
bother me unless | ask." 


Don raised his eyebrows and pointed at Neal. 


"You have a point. Couldn't have called that silver lining any better myself. Maybe we'll all get real sick in our 


camp and George will leave us alone." 


Reb sat up and clapped his hands together. "Hey, that's it! Add Metallica to that, and we got a deal -you guys 


can give me whatever it is. | want it, and | don't care how bad." 


"It really would be cool if we could start getting better just like that, wouldn't it?" Jeff pushed himself back up 


straight, resigning to being awake again. 


"Something's missing since | was here last," realized Gregg, as he looked over to the sofa with Don, Jeff, and 
John, and the adjacent armchair Ray was in. "Where'd Mike go?" 


"Called away." Ray's usually cheerful face was crestfallen. "I don't think its anything important yet, but | have 


concerns as to what we might be reliving if he's not back soon enough." 


Jeff searched his pockets for tissues, resigned to sniffing loudly when he couldn't find any, and looked on at 
Ray with confusion for one second, when his thoughts cleared behind his sinuses and his face fell. 


"Oh no." 
"No, no; don't you worry yourself with that. We'll get through it," Ray assured. "We've been through worse." 


John, who had been fingerpicking his guitar, had absentmindedly begun to sing softly, mixing different lines 


from different verses and skipping sections rather than singing in order. 


"Why am | so nervous? Please explain to me, why | cant sleep. | close my eyes fo shelter, in the dark | try and 
hide.. 


Don smirked as he saw Jeff's eyelids beginning to droop -the one thing that hadn't changed about him over 
the years was how quick he crashed when he did. 


Alan reached into his backpack and tossed Neal a blanket, suspecting and hoping he would be taken by the tune 
too. To his motion, Neal cast his former college roommate a sigh and eye-roll, but tossed the blanket over his 


chest and slumped down on the couch. 
"F you leave me on my own lm worried | could lose my way.." 


The tune was soothing enough to make Jeff and Neal to drift off and get some proper rest, but one look 
across the room snapped Jeff out of his zone as he saw Reb startle and grow visibly uneasy. It might have 
been okay, especially as Jon Lord and Paicey took notice and tried to bring up an unrelated conversation to 


distract him, but Kevin Cronin noticed it too and he couldn't keep quiet. 


"Hey Reb, you're looking a little -are you okay?" It was a seemingly harmless question that could be entirely 
detrimental when asked with the wrong timing. 


"ln my mind, confusion, | see you everywhere, but we dont speak. | try so hard to touch you, but you're always 


out of reach-" 


"Kevin, leave it," warned Gregg, but Reb visibly started tearing up as soon as the words were out and the 
damage was already done. John snapped out of his stone, put the guitar down and exchanged alarmed looks with 


Ray, and now Jeff was wide awake again. 
"Just -| don't know, bear with us," said Jeff, mostly addressing Kevin, who had been away for four solid weeks 
and didn't know the same things Gregg did. "We've been a little emotional and high-strung lately, but we'll be 


fine. Sooner or later, we'll start getting better over here." 


‘Im fine," Reb insisted, looking away as he tried to keep his composure from slipping any further. "I just 
started thinking too much. Honest, lim-" 


"What, do you wanna talk about it?" Kevin slid forward in his seat, but Reb shook his head. "Right here. Why 


not?" 


Gary got up quietly and whispered something to Reb about taking a walk around the hall. Reb didn’t hesitate to 


follow him out. 


Jeff sneezed again, and this time he had to start sniffling immediately, and the more he did, the more dirty 
looks Ritchie shot his way. 


Paicey leaned over the back of his chair to look down the hallway and cupped his hands around his mouth. 


"Gary, if you would please go up in the bedroom and bring back the tissue box!" 

Jeff tried to lean forward to get up. "I can get-" 

"Stay," ordered Don, pushing him back down. "They're already up. And you're not getting enough rest as it is.’ 
Ritchie slunk out anyway. 

‘Oh boy," sighed Gregg. "He's in rare form tonight" 

"Sorry," said Jeff. "I get why that starts getting annoying.’ 

Alan waved him off. "Not nearly as annoying as being stuck for months. Come on, now we're fine and you're 
still -has anything changed? You're not bothering us. And being sick can't be doing too many favors with being 
stuck either-" 

"Except maybe we'll be too feverish to have our normal nightmares and we might actually get some sleep and 
feel a little better all around. Maybe that'll change things -you know, we might just make this work after all." 
Jeff started to look to Reb, but on remembering he had left, turned to Don instead to send encouragement to 
the last sliver of hope his singer had left. 

"Everyone's sick in the band, that's the problem alright. Either that or they're having a nervous breakdown -of 
course we're stuck. Jeff's right, Neal, you had the right idea earlier. | wanna go to bed. | don't feel good," Don 


finally complained. "Except its so far away. Next time | get up, I'm up for the night though." 


The door separating the stairwell and outer exit cracked open, and stayed ajar as whoever was entering paused 


there. 


"Oh pleas'th," came a lisping, nasally groan, muffled between weak coughing. "You too now? Give me a fucking 


break." 

Donald Fagen emerged through the doorway, still shivering, snuffling with congestion and clutching a folded 
stack of napkins in fingers reddened with frost-nip just under the flap of his coat. His other hand struggled to 
reach behind himself and find the loose end of his scarf that the wind had pulled loose. 

"Give me a break," retorted Neal, "not only is everyone sick, but thats two keyboard players near-frozen" 
"Sorry to tell you, Neal, but that's not new," warned Jon. 


"Yeah, | wish.." Donald looked less than thrilled to be the center of conversation 


"Since he got here in the last month you've been gone-" 


"The last month I've been gone," Neal repeated. "I can believe that, and | bet I've missed plenty more across all 


seven.” 


It wasn't anything you wanted to be part of by what | was here for; let me put it that way." Kevin looked at 
Donald and did a double-take. "Aw man, you look like death warmed over. Or | should probably say ‘frosted 


over -it's even worse than before | left. Can | get you anything?" 


"If it'sth not sleep without passing out one way or another, no." Donald's voice was terse and rigid, but it 
sounded fragile underneath the rasp of sickness, with some deeply-guarded vulnerability. His eyes were rimmed 


with dark circles from lack of sleep and sunken in so much that he looked like a raccoon. 


"Also." Seeing that Gary was out of the room, he paused to curl his upper lip into a sneer that would have 
been deadly, had he not looked so disinterested. ".save your show, Cronin. | know better than what you're 


leading me onto. I've already seen enough major douches tonight. I'd hate to have to say l'd seen another.” 


Before Kevin could respond, Ray, Jeff, Jon Lord and John Lodge, Paicey, and Gregg all looked at him with wide 
eyes fingers to their lips, and subtle head-shakes all so full of ‘no! that he sank back in his spot on the couch 
between Gregg and Alan to sulk 


"Guys, leave him alone. Learn to take a hint from someone." Don Dokken motioned to an empty chair in the 


corner between the one he sat on and the other sofa where Jeff was with John and Ray. 


"Quietest part of the room if you want to get fussed at as little as possible," he whispered low enough that 
Ritchie, Reb, and the REO Speedwagon crowd wouldn't hear it and get unnerved. "And we're already sick, so 


we're not worried about that." 


Donald shuddered as he made his way over and awkwardly draped his hunched body across the chair, brought 
on by the minimal trust he'd gained over a month for Don not to bother him, and a vague familiarity to his 
rounded facial features and cynical attitude. Despite his willing approach, he still made paranoid glances about 
the room from his seat and stiffly guarded his stack of napkins spread on the hem of his coat to dry with his 


arms. Enough darkness held in his expression to threaten anyone who dared try sneaking a look at them. 
Uneasy silence barely had a chance to fall over, just before Jeff had another fit of sneezes, and this time, 
sniffing everything back wasn't going to cut it. Luckily, Gary and Reb emerged at the short set of steps down 


into the common room just as it happened. 


‘Bless youl" shouted Gary, tossing the tissue box to Jeff and setting an unpackaged roll of toilet paper down on 
the coffee table by the couch for good measure. "You're all set. Now stop that. Stop that right now!" 


Jeff giggled underneath a tissue as a sneeze faded midway at Gary's shout, and Gary came over and 


affectionately tousled his hair. 


‘Once you're better from this, no more getting sick! You and Reb need to get rolling.’ 


"You're gonna get sick from me," warned Jeff. 
"Aww, be quiet. l'm more at risk with Trout than you." 


"Oh, sure, Richrath.." Neal muttered sleepily from beside him. His eyes were glazed over and he had the 


awake-in-a-dream look one had when they were hours from becoming ill. 
"Just you wait," Gary continued. "It took us seven months, but we made it, and you're already fighting it -the 
time is gonna come, and we're gonna have a party in here once everyone else gets better and back in track 


again-" 


The stairwell door opened again, and this time, it was Mike Pinder. John and Ray's faces lit up like Christmas 


trees. 
"Mikel" Ray jumped up from the couch and embraced his best mate. "Are we ever grateful to see you!" 


"You're back!" John set his guitar down beside the couch and the nervousness faded from him right before 


everyone's eyes. 

"You two act like I've been gone for months too when I've only been gone for a day," Mike scolded. "Come off it. 
l'm just thankful to have got gone through it with Graeme again. Besides, Justin would have had kittens if he'd 
had to deal with Patrick." 

"And | certainly don't look forward to when we might," Ray sighed. "Though l'm sure we will." 


Youre wise to be on guard for that, Ray, thought Allen Lanier from his darkened vantage point. 


“That's not to complain, if anyone is wondering," Ray assured. "Of the potential cons to being here, we've got it 


pretty good." 


"Quite good indeed," said Ritchie, coming back down into the room, "considering how many of us -including you - 


couldn't be sitting here together if we were our counterparts in life as most know it to be." 

Jon sighed, but didn't bother to quiet Ritchie this time. 

"Hey. Hey!" Kevin slapped the couch beside himself next to Gary. "Pipe down over there!" 

"Kevin, please don't start," warned Neal. "Let people talk about what they want. Hell, | think I've seen some 
miracles here now, considering | used to think coming up alive after being frozen for extended time periods 


only happened in science fiction" 


“That really was something, wasn't it?" pondered Jeff. "Don?" 


"Alright, every time this conversation comes up here, someone makes a problem of it. So until | have reason 
to believe everyone is onboard to listen to each other like Neal suggested and not start unrelated arguments, 
don't even ask me," said Don. “Because lately more than ever, I've had enough of trying to reason with people 
you can't." 


"| understand," Jeff murmured sadly, wilting beside him. With his puffy lower eyelids, dark circles, glazed eyes, 
and slightly opened mouth due to congestion, he looked absolutely pitiful 


"Cronin, not everyone here is as lucky as you," said Ritchie. "You still continue to put yourself above Richrath 
when he's not deserving of it like some I've known over the years. You've stomped about his work and left a 
trail of lies to cover it-" 

"Okay, | didn't say that; you did," Gary cut in. "Kevin's like my little brother.” 


"I'd bet Fagen would be more grateful if he had what you have here, Cronin" 


Without a word, Donald gingerly tucked his stack of napkins back up inside his coat like they were of some 
precious value and left through the door into the stairwell exit. 


"Ritchie," Jon hissed as Ritchie settled next to him at the table. "I don't appreciate this from you either!" 


"At least he's just as you knew him," Paicey tried, wincing as he looked on. Seeing Reb shrink back in his chair, 
he shifted his own chair closer to him as reassurance. 


"That's quite enough. There's more to this conversation that we don't understand well enough. Kip Winger is 
live and well in both worlds, yet he still cant be with Reb here, just to start, and we're all far too high 
strung and tired, and it's far too late, so we're all dropping that discussion now before we end up with mass 
upset," scolded Mike. "And woe betide anyone in this room who might attempt to torment Fagen with the 
thought tonight. He's already stricken with enough." 


"Perhaps | can get him to come back," Ray offered. He had enough background knowledge from the early days 
of The Moody Blues to provide some conversatio about jazz, and had succeeded in getting Donald to come back 
in on two other particularly bad nights. "Neal, care to join me on the stoop? The two of you haven't met” 

"| don't know about that, Ray. He might not like it out there," warned Gary. "Its still raining.’ 

"Rain is one thing. Is that rain still frozen?" asked Neal. 


"A little bit, but its not accumulating-" 


"Hell no. l'm not going out there if there's any form of ice, and | can meet him later. That's it" 


Ray went out without argument, but Kevin cast Neal a /ook 


"IIl still have plenty to say tomorrow. But no one's going to make me go outside in that.” Neal sank down 
further under his blanket next to Gary, who protectively curled his arm around him. 


No, dont! Doughty, can you hear me? Its Lanier! Take it back while you can! 


"And care to explain what you're going to do if you're doomed to end up back outside in it whether you like it 
or not?" questioned Ritchie. 


"If | was going to be put outside in the cold again, | just have the strangest feeling that | would have already 


been out there. Being out there is his problem at the moment, not mine." 


You make a fair point, Neal, though it only applies some of the time. Hopefully, this once, you've saved yourself; 
and to that, Ritchie deserves some credit. Though | don’t think he intended to help you either. You'd be wise to keep 
your guard up. 


Ray came back inside with Donald, once again just as rigid as he'd been the first time he arrived. But he slunk 
back to his corner next to Don Dokken, this time without prompting. 


"Change your mind?" asked Ritchie. 

"lve seen one less major douche in this room tonight than | have on the streets, so I'll take my chances while | 
still have the nerve." Donald was audibly forcing his voice low to hide how raspy it was with congestion and to 
keep from losing his threatening edge. 

"Pity | don't find your music a damn worthwhile listening to," Ritchie snarled, leaning toward him. 

"Is it more a blessing or a pity that | could easily overlook the blues influences there are in some of yours and 
say the same for you?" Donald sneered. He tossed his hands up to his sides momentarily before pseudo- 
casually folding them over his chest. His coat hid well how tightly they were guarding his body rather than 


feigning careless arrogance. 


Unfortunately, despite passing in appearance, Ritchie knew just how Donald constructed his walls. They were 


much like his own, and tonight, in his boredom, he'd chosen Donald as his target to pursue relentlessly. 

He raised his eyebrows at Donald, gears turning within him. 

| dont know whether to be more alarmed as to what those two would be capable of doing to each other in a fight, 
or intrigued by the idea.. Should | say the latter, or will they back off? It's a shame they cant work together, | 


know Ritchie has a grasp on this 


Gary raised his eyebrows and looked wildly between both of them, and Reb looked equally as alarmed. 


Two of their favorite influences on opposite ends of the musical spectrum were positioned to face off in a cat 


fight right in front of them! 


After too much thrown from other bands, Reb was too intimidated to voice his thoughts. However, Gary was 


not, and he yelled out. 
"Hey!" 


Alan was leaning all the way forward in his seat, nearly falling out of it and ready to lunge between any 


physical altercation. "Guys, no more!" 


Neal bailed from the couch and moved himself and his blanket out of the line of fire and to the table with 
Paicey, Jon, and Reb. 


Donald smirked and gave a pathetic attempt at a laugh. It seemed his condescending mind wanted to, but his 


heart still wasn't in it from where he sat on his own in the corner. 
"No more!" 


Ritchie then closed his eyes and held up a finger with a knowing look. He scraped back his chair and stalked out 
into the rest of the building. 


Neal shook his head and planted his face into his palm in the slowest, smoothest motion possible. It couldn't 


have looked any more dramatic if he'd tried. 


"Don't ask me what the fuck that was all about," Donald muttered, letting his guard slide some. "Don't tell me 
either; | have enough nightmares as is." 


Reb looked down the hall nervously. "I didn't like the look of that." 


"You shouldn't," agreed Neal, still with his head down. "I don't need to know him that well to know he's about to 


do something. That wasn't a surrender." 


"Yeah, now that you mention it, | got a bad feeling myself,” said Gary, sitting up on the couch and snaking an 
arm out protectively around Kevin. "Uh-oh." 


‘Ohhhh, dear." This time, Paicey shifted forward in his seat and looked down the hall as Reb had. He appeared 
to be questioning if tracking Ritchie down and trying to stopping him, for what it was worth, was a good idea 


this once. 


"You know, maybe those of us who aren't ill should just go outside to cool off. Let's forget about this 
argument in here, take a walk on the hills, and enjoy the blooming trees in the night light," suggested Mike. 


"They can look nice covered with rain drops." 
Donald pointedly scooted his chair further back, closing the small gap between it and the wall 


"They do look nice," tried Don. "But most of us have already seen enough of them. It's been like that outside 
for a week straight." 


You might as well go on your own accord, Mke, and even enjoy a psychedelic trp with Ray while youre at it. All 
of you are going to be out there to cool off whether you like it or not. | can see Ritchie in the elevator. Sixth 
floor. Take a look at the alarm panel on the inner wall of the room with you [HI say there's trouble in the system 


there. And all of you might want fo cover your ears. 
"Oh, | smell smoke." Alan stood up uneasily. "We'd better get outside, because-" 


"AAHHH!" Kevin yelped and jumped a foot off the couch, nearly knocking Gary down on the floor with him as 


the fire alarm panel gave three loud beeps of warning. 


Then all hell broke loose as the high-pitched screech of smoke detectors and the low, uneven wail of old fire 


horns with faulty wiring filled the halls in continuous Tone. 


Repulsed by the awful, attacking cacophony, Donald shot from the corner back outside into the night before 


everyone else had a chance to react. 
"God damn it!" Neal slammed his fists on the table and jumped up so fast that his chair fell back. 


Don Dokken, though unfazed by the alarm after many encounters with it, did a double-take at Neal and his 
outburst. 


"And | thought you were high strung lately," he remarked, turning to Reb, who was visibly shaken by the 


sudden sound, but no worse for wear. Unlike Neal, this was not his first rodeo with the fire alarm either. 


"You, you, and you especially need to put on your coats and umbrellas. Before going outside!" Alan pointed at 
Don, Reb, and rather forcefully at Jeff while righting Neal's chair with his other hand. He then started to dig 
in his overnight backpack for weather gear. "We don't know how long we'll be out there, and if you guys are 


gonna be sick, that's fine without making it worse. Hey, Neal | have your-" 


But Neal had already sprinted outside ahead of them. With only a thin blankets protection around his 
shoulders, no further inhibitions to leaving shelter, and far more important things on his mind than his 


impending fever or the frozen rain falling from the sky. 


April Ith continued: Night by Night (Snide Keyboardist's 
Unitel) 


Author's Notes: 

In the pendulum path between all seriousness and pure crackfic, we are back to serious for this chapter, save 
for a few snide jabs. Now previous chapters are referenced, in addition to "Waiting for the Thaw Out", 
"Another Storm to Ride", and "When the Demon Does Not Leave the Door" and plenty of lyrics and song titles 
too. (Those into musical analysis might enjoy comparing the structure of "Night by Night" and the piano riff of 
"Kings" to "I Believe Our Time ls Gonna Come"). Things got heavy for a moment, but despite the seriousness, | 
had *too much* fun playing these two against each other -even if they're drawing their battle plan against 


me and are dangerous together! 


There were a lot of things Neal Doughty hadn't planned on experiencing in his lifetime, and that included his life 


in the standard world, which still continued as far as he was aware of. 


He hadn't expected his self-trained piano playing hobby would place him in a full-time rock band and lead to 
abandoning a five year engineering degree just a month before graduation. He hadn't expected to not only be a 
founder of the band, but the only original member left decades later. He hadn't expected to come home from 
one tour to find a letter announcing an abrupt divorce from his wife, or the nervous breakdown his bandmates 
helped him through after, or to later lose one of those bandmates to alcoholism. 


He hadn't even known it would be possible to end up in some world split off from standard reality, so he 
naturally hadn't expected that. Waking up in the split world to the night of his excruciating panic attack at 
Bruce Hall's house. Finding Gary Richrath with him, alive and healthy -albeit still drunk as he would have been 
at night back in the days when his demons were just starting to rise. Then finding himself in his first lapse 
with other musicians he'd heard of but never met were all unexpected and bizarre events for him. All of 


those encounters were still bizarre enough, even if they were tame relative to what he'd seen now. 


Luckily, while Neal had a tendency to stick with the tried and true on his own out of habit, he wasn't opposed 
to rolling with the changes, whether by suggestion or when there was no other choice. And he'd had plenty of 
practice before the split. 


So even though he hadn't planned on going outside in freezing rain, once he got over the initial shock of anger 
driven by the agitation from the alarms, it didn't take Neal long to take the change thrown to his expectations 
tonight and roll with it. 


When he crashed through the doors of the building and emerged at the top of the concrete steps leading up 
the small hill down to the stoop, he spotted Donald Fagen sprinting across the street through a gap in a line of 
four cars just long enough to get through comfortably. Not seeing any oncoming traffic beyond the last car, 


and wanting to get across before more came, Neal ran after, hot on his trail. 


He'd already come up with a number of things he wanted to discuss with Donald, mostly from what he'd 
observed in the short time since making his return. And while he hadn't planned on asking them tonight, as he 
suspected it would make for a longer than average introduction that might not be welcomed, if they were 


going to be stuck outside, what better way to pass the time? 
"Neal?! NEAL?!" 


First Alan was calling for him from the top of the steps, and naturally, Kevin joined a second later. Neal turned 
his head to see everyone else beginning to exit the building in mass. But then he turned back around and kept 
running to keep up as he saw Donald slowing to a swift, uneasy stride crossing the soggy grass field. He was 
making his way toward a back wall consisting of a steep hillside to the left and straight ahead, a small woodland 
up the hill and to the right, and an athletic compound running immediately along the right of the field and 


extending into the woods. 


When Donald stopped to stand in the shadows between two buildings and a fenced-off practice field rather 
than continuing toward the woods, Neal slowed his run to a hurried walk. Or really, whatever was the best 
term for the fastest pace he could keep while keeping one foot on the ground at all stages of his stride. The 
gait it gave him looked stupid, and he knew it, but it was one he chose for function over form. He didn't want 
to break his inertia by slowing down too much, nor did he want to tire out too soon by pushing his full speed. 
Both would make it harder to catch up if Donald took off running again, which would be solely from him rather 
than from the alarm this time. He was trying to look as little threatening as possible on his approach. There 
was a difference between catching up to someone and chasing them depending on how one looked at it; Neal 


didn't intend the latter. And he REALLY didn't want to have to give it up if Donald did run into the woods. 


Not that Neal suspected there was anything truly dangerous in the small woodland to be scared of -at least 
not until the rainstorm started to throw down with lightening. He'd just had more than enough excitement. It 
was too soon to test his fortune with needing to be rescued, and he was already coming to terms with 


possibly having yet another change to his expectations tonight. 


However, Donald didn't seemed inclined to take off, even as Neal slowed down to a walk once he was roughly 
fifty feet away. He looked on toward him, arms crossed, leaning on one leg with resignation. His expression was 
hard to read between the distance, the dark circles, and his heavy eyebrows. Neal would have considered it a 
baleful glare, but there was something leaning toward curiosity present too, and maybe something else that 
wanted to put him to a challenge. 


"You know, I'd say you're pretty persisth'ent,” Donald finally spoke, his lisp extra pronounced from being winded. 
"And you've got a lot of nerve. Mostiof the others don't even try to catch up to me once | cross'the street. 
But | suppose you wouldn't know what to expect.” 


"Yeah, when I've been away longer than you've been here. | suspected you weren't really running from me at 


first," said Neal. "Once you'd seen me, sure you could have been. You stopped here, so | figured getting rid of 


me wasn't so important to you. Now, you could have gotten me to turn back if you'd run into the woods. I'l 


give you an out if you want it." 


"Given the choice, I'll take my chances with you. At least until you prove that | shouldn't. The woods seem 
more threatening" Donald's expression was caustic as he cast a sidelong gaze toward Neal. "Even if you are 


somewhat questionable. a 


Neal could practically hear in his mind the drums and the bass, and feel his fingers going numb while continuing 
the honky-tonk rhythm as a line from Kevin's onstage dialogue rambled while trading off guitar and vocal scat 


with Gary to rile up the crowd. 


‘. The best way to get through to someone, people „is to speak fo them in their own language, you know what I 
mean..?! And while the dialect wasn't quite his own, the language Neal heard was one he was plenty fluent in, 


as well as one he found quite enjoyable to speak. 


"Oh, that's funny you should say that," he said innocently, allowing his dour, resting expression to give way to a 
small smirk. "Depending on the day, Alan might tell you to choose the woods. Living together in college, he saw 


every side good or bad there is to me." 


"lll be sure to give him the few sympathies | have," Donald muttered. "Pity, | might heed his advice if | wasn't 
violently allergic to poison oak. | guess I'll just have to take my chances and find out if having my eyes swell 


shut is worth it the next time." 


"Well, Ray suggested | come out and get to know you earlier. | wasn't opposed to the idea itself. But | wouldn't 


have thought it was worth it to come out here in this frozen shit if it weren't for the alarm." 


Donald narrowed his eyes and tilted his head slightly. Something in him seemed to light up a little bit -for a 


mere second. A weak flicker. 

‘Oh, really?" 

Neal shrugged and rested his hands on his hips. 

"What do you want from me?" The lights were back off and Donald was straight-on serious and skeptical again 
| can believe that Ray told you to come out here. | don't doubt it from him. But | know that's not why you did. 
You don't strike me as the social type. And if it takes one to know one, I've got your number in that 
department:" 

‘| want you to hear me out," said Neal, also in all seriousness. "While | could be wrong, | got a pretty good 
feeling -and I'm usually right when | do -that you look like someone who'll agree with what | have to say, IF 


you'll do me the favor to hear it" 


"Then let's hear it," said Donald, before bitterly adding, "it's not as if there's much more of interest here 


anyway. Do ME a favor and give me something to think about that's worth the time of night” 


"Alright, | think | can pull that off. This," said Neal, motioning to the building, his own fingertips that were still 
too cold to the touch for his current time outside to justify, and to Donald's overall sickly appearance, "this 


here is NOT a coincidence. To say the least that | could say!" 


No, its not, Neal, thought Allen /m glad youve come back knowing that. We just need to work on not setting 
yourself up for trouble, because you've already had quite a bit happen to you for only two major experiences. 


"Is that it?" scoffed Donald. "That's the understatement of the century. It's pretty pathetic you're the first 


I've heard say it. Tell me more." 
Youre going to be even more advantageous fo meet than | thought youd be. 


"You're in luck, because that's hardly the start of what | can say. But so you DO agree with me," exclaimed 
Neal. "See, | knew the snow didn't freeze my brain up." 


"Congrats on being able to use common sense; you'd be amazed how many people here either can't or choose 
not to for whatever God damned reason," quipped Donald, throwing his hands to his sides. "Just out of 
curiosity, let me guess: it only took you a couple of minutes to figure out where you were when it took some 


of the others a few weeks." 


"Maybe more like half an hour, and only because | was incapacitated when | woke back up at Bruce's house in 


1980. The house he hasn't had in years." 

"Who the hell's Bruce?" 

"Bruce Hall -he probably hasn't been around lately judging by the time period I'm lapsing in. He's our bass 
player who replaced Regis," explained Neal. "Which if nobody's been calling him that while | was away, that's our 
nickname we jokingly gave Gregg in ‘T5 so we could embarrass him onstage during introductions." 

"Regis Philbin. Mce. Did he leave, or did he get the boot?" 

It depends on how you look at it, or who you ask." 

Donald exhaled huffily. "Sounds like a story | know in one form or another.” 

"He was losing patience and ready to leave, and we were noticing a decline in the attitude he played with. It's 
subjective as to who's a better player, but l'd still have Gary call Bruce up if we had it to do again," Neal 


admitted regretfully. "I wish Bruce was here right now." 


"Well, that's a story that doesn't need to get older than it already is." Donald turned around on his heels and 


took a few long strides toward the woodland. 


"And going by that, I'm assuming Walter Becker's not around either,” strained Neal over the kicking wind. 
And considering Mike said woe betide’ and knowing that's a touchy topic, maybe the snow did actually freeze some 
of my brain, he added silently as Donald turned back around with an even longer stride to approach and 


something just short of murder flashing in his darkened eyes. 


He pulled the stack of napkins from his coat liner, silently unfolded it, and thrust it out before Neal to see the 


signature scrawled on the soft paper fabric, annotated ‘to Walter: 


"These are from local jazz players," said Neal, squinting and leaning forward to read it without making physical 
contact with the coveted item he was lucky enough to have an unguarded view of. 


"This only runs one way." 


Donald glowered at Neal as he spoke in a low, raspy tone just above a whisper. He strayed just beyond full eye 


contact, until it became apparent that he wasn't trying to throw a comment on the matter. 


"Maybe you want to tell me its silly," he hissed, stowing it away once more before the rain could dampen it 


further. 
Neal stepped backward into an unimposing lean against the chain-link fence, ready to leave if asked. 


"| always told myself back then it was to keep him going. I'd like to think it did and producing Kamakiniad was 


him telling me in his own way. Of course, between writer's block and all else, it was just as much to keep me 
going." 


Donald paused and gave a low, raspy chuckle, broken up by weak coughing. It was a sound bitter, lifeless, and 
empty that anyone in their right mind would recognize as anything other than a laugh. One Neal knew plenty 
well himself and understood fully when Donald listed with resignation against the fence beside him. 

"I'd like to think its for more than that here and now. That he's actually in Hawaii receiving it all when he could 
be just about anywhere. Or maybe he's not here and never will be in whatever this kind of world is and 
someone's just stuffing it in the trash. Whatever it is that determines who ends up here in this world and who 
doesn't." 

Neal flinched at Donald's last sentence, but pinned his hands behind himself with the urge to interrupt. 

"Who the fuck even knows anymore." 


"| have a few suspicions," Neal finally murmured. 


"Then you do have some stories worth hearing after all," Donald deadpanned, if with a semi-interested, sidelong 


glance. "Maybe you have more than that too." 


"Try me." Neal closed his eyes, widened his stance, and put his arms out spread-eagle along the fence as if 


standing for a firing squad. "Tell me something you've found strange and I'll tell you if I've noticed it.” 


"Challenge accepted. | think I'm paralleling pretty strongly to a time in my life where the only goal for myself 
was getting through another day -or night -and moving forward so slow I'd hardly notice it if | didn't keep 
track. For all my attempts to keep track here, | don't see myself moving forward right now. I'm seeing the 


opposite, and before you go telling me that's not possible and l'm imagining-" 
"You're not imagining it-" 
"Shit!" 


Smoke rose up from the grass in the field where the sudden streak of lightening connected with the ground, 


and a near-deafening crack of thunder sounded all but in sync with it. 


Being from the Midwest, Neal was no greenhorn to getting up close and personal with storms. He'd seen far 
worse than what was now a thunderstorm with occasional pea-sized hail pieces mixed in the rain. Donald had 
seen plenty like it in his mere month on the countryside town. Enough that his paranoia had settled at letting 
him keep a weary eye when he traveled outside rather than seeking shelter in a confined space indoors for 


hours. 


It still didn't prevent either of them from startling, or jumping a foot in the air at the sheer proximity of the 
blinding white flash that split off like jagged tree limbs in the sky. 


Neal glanced wearily across the street to the large crowd still standing before the building. Sirens were faintly 
audible in the distance, but even if the fire department showed up on the spot, it would still be a while before 
they would find the source -whatever the heck Ritchie did -and declare it safe to come back inside. And even 
without poison oak being undetectable in the dark, the woods were no safer than the open field in the lightening 


storm. 


"There's a large building with an overhang." By the time Neal could look to his left, Donald had already taken off 
across the street again. This time, they ran through a large field to the left of the building they'd evacuated 
at the call of the alarm, and down another set of concrete steps was a large building with a recessed lower 
level. The upper level jutted over on concrete pillars, creating a steep overhang. Three feet in, the spray of the 
windblown rain reached its limit, and the platform stayed dry. 


By the time both came to a stop, Donald was succumbing to congested wheezing, and the pre-fever headache 
Neal had when he'd first run outside was rising in intensity. He felt a dull throb in his temples with each strike 
of his feet on the ground, and it kept the rhythm even after he leaned on the wall of the building's lower level. 


"l'm just going to go on a whim and guess that you didn't come straight here because it'd be too easy for me." 


"Maybe | did, or not. If l'm gonna run away, generally speaking it's less'th effort to run where | don't expect 
people to follow me. Still wasn't hard enough to stop you. But that's not my point. You said | wasn’t imagining" 


"You weren't. | went backwards, time-wise. Most of us here have at some point. | just got back from reliving a 
night in my life from 1912 -with an added experience to add insult to injury because going back and being stuck 
there for seven months apparently wasn't enough trouble. Before that | had one almost exactly as it happened 
in 1180, and Bruce was here. Gregg wasn't." 


Donald snorted, rather emphatically, though lost most of the effect when it slung him into a coughing jag. 


"And so it's fair, I'd say you were crazy if you weren't telling me. Because I'm thinking /m crazy -more than | 


already was as of late -and expecting you to straight up say it. 


"I thought / was crazy when | woke up back in that bar in Boulder nodding off on the stool. Not one of my 
most flattering moments, I'd say. But | heard some of the others reference it in lapse before then, and | 
figured out pretty quick what they were talking about." Neal rolled his eyes. "Of course, they don't mention it 


much, or say much when they do." 


"ltd be nice if they DID," scoffed Donald. "As eager as some of them act to help out, they sure don't seem to 
think about what might really be pretty easy to do just by telling us. Y'know, it's not like they're shy to talk” 


"I'd make the conjecture they want to see the greenhorns get the shit scared out of them like they probably 
did. Or thought they were crazy too. That's as good a guess as I've got" 


"Yeah, you think?" 


"Well, | got a twist on it," said Neal. "Yeah, we're in this split-off world, some of us have been here longer for 
whatever reason, and apparently, time doesn't go in order either. For all we know, we could wake up in 1912 
tomorrow. Or you could wake up in I972 and | could wake up in 1982. Who knows?" 


"Once | would have cringed at the thought of going back to ‘712, but I'd turn back over to that heartbeat in an 
instant if | could" Donald extended an index finger at Neal. "And you're telling me you think something -or 


someone -is controlling the times we're in?" 


"Do your It just doesn't make sense that it'd be random," said Neal. "Is happening too organized. How did Gregg 
not show up in 1980 with us, and suddenly come on the scene in ‘12? Sure, Regis walked in and out, and some 
of the others did too while | was stuck in the snow, but how did we all randomly show up at the same place, 
at the same time, same as we would have been then. Bruce wasn't there with us this time -he wasn't there 
yet. Terry was already gone, and Mike hadn't come to stand in for Kevin yet. Different events happened, but 


the same basis-" 


"-|ts 1984, or was, and it lined up pretty well here too, given I'm flying on my own. Though I'd rather it not 


have. Just to throw you for a loop, Doughty, what would you say if it doesn’t line up at some point?" 


"| don't know how to answer that yet," he ceded. "| haven't been in lapse long enough to see much more than 


you have. But I'm willing to bet there's a catch to it. If we asked, or knew who to ask for that matter." 


Donald squinted and cocked an eye as one of the lights recessed into the ceiling of the overhang flickered in 
sync with a roll of thunder. Still caught up in thought, his speech gave way to a stutter of uncertainty. 


"You know -and sometime before you were gone for however, if you had the chance to notice -say or maybe, 
did you ever get the sense that Don Dokken knows something? The way he acts, and how he mentions he won't 


say certain things because people have to make a problem over them?" 


"He was one of the first guys | saw when | arrived in my first lapse." Neal lit up and pointed straight at the 
ceiling. "Come to think of it, | remember he said something like he did try to mention it when | arrived with the 
others. Something about noticing after so much time, he felt like he was getting a partial sense of control -and 


that could mean he's thinking it too!" 


He deflated a little bit. "With us being new though, | was just trying to get my bearings with where | was. | 
needed to get a better idea of what | was talking about before jumping on that. Then Kevin wanted to get kind 
of moody about it, which pretty much shut down all talk on the topic.” 


"That's believable." Oh, why the hell am | not surprised? 


"There are reasons why | love Kevin, and plenty others why he drives me crazy." Neal sighed defeatedly. "He 
has a big mouth. It's a blessing onstage because | don't ever have to talk to anyone, but it's just as much a 


curse when he's not thinking the same way as you." 


‘Ive already seen why. | haven't had too much trouble with Don. If anything, he's the most tolerable of who 
I've been spending my time with the past month. Honest enough about what he says. And he respects when 
I've had enough of everyone and tells them when to leave me alone. At least it gets them off my case for a 
little while." Donald turned to look Neal square in the eye. "Do you think one of us could get him to talk about it 


if we tried asking him?" 
Neal winced. "That's hard to say." 


He's got some pretty thick walls up around him, Allen added silently, wishing he could be there and speak aloud. 
But maybe there's a chance he's not entirely lost behind them, if you approach him right 


"Well. | saw how he responded to you. Judging by the last hour -and don't trust me too much when | can 
only speak for that much time since getting here -| don't think he'll have a problem with you per say. He 


probably think's he's got your number. Doesn't seem untrue to me." 


"Hasn't been a problem between us as far as I've been here. Not that there have been many words, but | 


guess sooner or later that stops somewhere." 


"Then I'd guess he'd listen to you. We don't have any bad blood between the two of us, but with Kevin in my 
camp, he might not be so responsive to me on THAT issue. He's made it pretty clear he's not gonna talk about 
it if he thinks someone's going to shoot his words down," said Neal. "Last summer, | saw him go through quite 


a bit. | think he hesitates to say what he's seen and what he thinks about it, because what's the point in 


trying to argue when nobody will even hear your side -whether or not they have the support for their own" 


‘Sounds pretty familiar to what | hear coming from him when it's alluded to. Our best chance is probably going 
to entail getting him alone. Seems easy enough; | bet that ends up being the most difficult operation” 


"And we'll be lucky enough if his perspective is enough on its own," Neal added. "Is there anyone else you think 


could give us some information?" 


"Mike Pinder might be an alternative if we can't get through to Don. At first look, he acts like a fuckin’ hippie 
about it," Donald sneered, "but picking what he says apart sometimes, | think he's got some direction on this 
place. He's a dreamer, but he didn't let all his sharp edges smooth over. He's not stupid To give him credit 


where it's due." 


"If you go after Don Dokken, I'll approach Mike," Neal offered. "From what | remember, Mike's been here since 
2017, and Don's a 20lb veteran to this.” 


"Doesn't surprise me AT ALL he's so moody all the time if that's where he's coming from." Donald shook his 
head. "I'd question if anyone else was here before him at that time -since | have yet to see any sign there 


was now." 


"Those guys have way more understanding of this than we might have for a long time," agreed Neal. "Look, if 
we're gonna chase down what's really going on here, I'll help get things started and contribute where | can, but 
l'm not a fan of being the leader and I'd rather not front this effort if someone who's been here longer will. | 


normally like to be in my place, do my thing, and not have anyone bugging me. If you get what I'm saying.” 


"You act like you dont think | get what you're saying," Donald retorted. "I didn't end up being a frontman by 
choice. Avoided it like the plague as long as | could and still questioned it for the longest time. | guess | 
eventually got the hang of it -at least | did there. Good thing too, because I'm the last one standing there now." 


"You have my condolences," said Neal, though his slacked eyelids and deadpan voice made it drip with sarcasm 
like the waterfall from the gutter on the overhang. "This comes from the guy who used to run full-speed 
from the stage back to the dressing room after the 80s shows to avoid having to deal with hundreds of 
people screaming at me and shoving crap for me to sign. I'm more compelled to give them the time now that 
they know not to stampede like animals. You know, maybe approach like they might be civil human beings. Or at 
least as close to it as we were ourselves in the day, because some might say we weren't, but others might 


say it's all relative." 


Giving way to a lopsided smirk, Donald extended his index finger and limply raised his arm to point at Neal, then 
to the side of his own head. The light was back in him, if only for a second before it disappeared yet again. 


"You're not on quite the same frequency, but | /ke the way you think" 
Three faint, long, buzzing blasts echoed in the distance. 


"That's an all-clear code," he said flatly. "We should be able to go back inside, IF they're not all standing around 
like they're deaf until the police come outside and ask them what's the holdup." 


‘| wonder what some of these people are doing to damage their hearing so bad, since | know they haven't 
experienced being on a stage every night, and | hear it fine," Neal muttered, inaudible under a gust of wind that 


blew a spray of rain and ice deeper under the overhang. 


"Oh, of course," Donald spat, recoiling at the icy spray and retreating to the side of the building again "Given 
our luck put together, this storm isn't going to lighten up if we wait here any longer to head back, so we'd 
best suck it up and make a mad dash now if we're going to. Unless you changed your mind about being out 


here, because | can hold out here all night if that's what it comes down to." 

"The idea's a lot less repulsive than it was earlier, and | think I've proven I'm strong enough to survive a bit, 
but | think I've had more than my fill of excitement with being out in storms for awhile.’ Neal kept a stoic 
expression under his hooded eyelids, but lifted two fingers to rub at one of his temples as the pre-fever 
throb grew stronger -enough to push at the limit for what he found bearable. 


In between the smaller stones, a few golf-ball sized hail struck the ground before the overhang. 


Donald looked inside his coat, checking that his stack of signed napkins was securely stowed away from the 


vicious precipitation 

"It keeps taking it night by night from being entirely a bore. But | think I've had enough too." 

This discussion is far from over. Neal was already running forward this time when Donald sent him a last glance 
and shot into a final sprint through the night toward the building. Once again, it stood quiet and deserted on 
the hillside. 


Allen ran in the dark too, even if he went unseen and didn't have a prayer of keeping up despite his healthier 
split form. 


Hang tight, both of you. Get Dokken and Pinder if you can, and Hil be there in just a week. Less than 


Get Me Out of Here 


Author's Notes: 

Short update with Allen before a lengthy one coming up. Allen is losing it here.. and it's all my fault! -or not? 
My writing suffers when | have a meltdown, thus the split world characters under my control probably 
suffered to a point when | had the misunderstanding with my TA and panic attack in Microbiology lab (which 
shot my blood pressure up to I50/IIO before it roller-coaster plunged back down to 100/60 -the paramedics 
gave me vitals to attest that the guys who channeled it weren't feeling too good) Next chapter will be an in- 
person view of what Allen observed, as well as some other heavy talks.. and a flashback to a lapse period in 
2018 from one of my absolute favorite projects. (Hope everyone following Allen is ready for another midway 
swing between crack and serious, and lots of moments of both angst and fluff next time). Title is a nod to a 
more recent composition by John Lodge from his 10,000 Light Years Ago album. Events from "The Lost 


Chords" and "Pull Over and Jam" are referenced. 


Date: 4/18/19 (Exile day 44) 
Log entry author -ALLEN LANER. 
Let me see.. what should | pick to refer to as the highlight of this week? 


In past weeks, | have posed this question in writing to myself in jest. Please understand that when you're exiled 
and have no two-way interaction with anyone, or any responses to your own thoughts and questions than the 
ones you can find in the space between your own two ears, life isn’t always very interesting. Even someone 
blessed with good, sharp wit can get bored of their own mind without some outer stimulation. Surprising, but 


sadly true. 


This week, however, | have quite a bit to choose from. | might actually have a challenge -something to 


entertain me and keep me busy. 


And its a damn good thing, because | need the distraction Need it. Here by myself, | can't be bothered to care 
if that sounds undignified anymore. This is the first time in exile I've truly felt a need for escape, and | don't 
say that lightly, because I've had plenty of moments of bored insanity -perhaps my best have been here in 
this split world, my freshman experience in particular! I'm not feeling far away from how | felt then, acting 
crazy with road sickness and desperate for Eric to pull the van over before | had to spend another minute 


inside. 
God get me out of here. 


Its only three more days (you think the Lenten period is only forty days. It is not. That is a comforting lie told 


to protect you, and to make you believe it is shorter than it is, resulting from how older rituals used to work) 


and | am suffocating here in the dark. Not the typical kind of suffocation -I can tell plenty about that 
experience from my final years in the standard world Or rather, | won't | don't like to dwell on my suffering. It 


does nothing for it, and neither does superficial pity. 


[Get it together, Lanier. You can at least make a frenzied run across the hills to blow off steam. How Neal 
Doughty coped with being trapped in his little hole for seven months is beyond me. With the burrow of 
blankets Donald Fagen hides himself in, he's probably jealous of both of us, hidden from the world passing by] 


| only focus on this now because it might serve as evidence to my case for the split world. But I'll get back to 
that in a moment. I'd better not dwell on it too long at once; | saw what that nearly did to some of the others 
earlier. I'll make my list of interesting things that have happened this week. Without further ado.. 


Highlight of the Week Nominees®, April bth - April 21 (LAST ONE): 


-Neal Doughty returns to the world of lapse. | need not explain after my last entry | opted to share why this 


is something | am pleased with. 


-Do | dare to say Donald Fagen perked up a little bit last night during his talk with Neal? Its as much as I've 
seen him open up to somebody in lapse in a month. This is shaping up quite nicely.. faster than | anticipated it 


would. 


-Watching Neal miss the other main lapse hideout we tend to have in the summer (it's the only one he's 
known before his return). He had to learn how to navigate a much less compact building last night after his 


fever kicked in. Poor guy. (Apparently he wasn't humiliated enough in Colorado?) 


-Mike Pinder was very generous and helped show Neal around Unfortunately, Neal was far too tired and 
delirious at that point to get into a deep conversation with him as he planned to. Another time, maybe? (At 
least they seemed to get on well. | have no concerns that sparks will fly over talking to Mike) 


-That conversation between Don Dokken, Jeff Pilson, and Reb Beach. | almost wonder by the tone he said it 
with if Don knew something might actually happen if they let themselves succumb to being sick. And while Reb 
has an easily intimidated exterior, | don't mistake him to be innocent.. His sudden willingness to become ill once 
Don and Jeff mentioned it, bouncing off Neal's thought -| think something clicked in him. | suspect he has his 


suspicions he's too shy to share, for whatever reason may be. 


-| sincerely believe John Lodge didn't mean anything by it, but when he got to absentmindedly singing 
"Nervous", it was almost as though he did know what would have happened if Mike would not have come back. 
And so the story fits for so many others. Donald's night-flights for Walter Becker. Reb's dreamed torment of 
trying and failing to reconnect with Kip Winger. And with the way Gary Richrath's time in REO Speedwagon 
ended, | question if there was more to it than his kind nature when he tended to Reb. (Does he sense trouble 
of his own coming -especially with what happened today here?) 


-Damn, right, that time is gonna come, Richrath! Even if trouble is on the way. | see it! Now, if we could just 


get there.. 


-Did the sparks fly between Blackmore and Fagen or what? (.and some in the elevator shaft afterwards too. 
Oops...) 


-There was an attempted moment of interaction between Dokken and Fagen today. Unfortunately, it didn't get 
anywhere helpful before the wheels came off the bus. 


-Alan Gratzer did say something to lan Paice today that.. 
*this is not accounting for April Ith, 20th, and 2Ist. They are still upcoming, and this list is subject to addition. 


„God damn it! (Ever since seeing Neal's reaction to the alarm last night, I'm itching to strike a table the same 
way he did when | say that. Or better yet, a piano, please. I'd save so many words and much mental effort if | 
could just make the most discordant sound possible to describe this day and what | feel about it) I'll have to 
strike half that list off later. If it's subject to addition, it's at least subject to subtraction too. 


Those of you still reading along my case (I know the insanity has lost a few), | ought to make a suggestion: 

Don't ever write in the immediate aftermath of a panic attack, during the jitters of waning adrenaline when the 
mind is too clouded. At least don't write if you have the option to wait, and the ability to do something else for 
distraction -otherwise, you might be embarrassed later. Unfortunately, | don't have the latter, so baring some 


nonsense to the world will have to do. 


As you might have thought earlier, it was only intended to be a list of interesting events. But in my desperate 
-and still anxious -state of mind to put things right, | focused on what | saw that might be helpful. 


That said, all of that is interesting for me, and it's my own list, so it also must stay. Sometimes, life can in 
fact contradict itself and still make sense. If that's a problem to you, please try to get over it, or you will be 
very disappointed with life. 


| might as well get back to my other point now. If you were paying close enough attention, you might have 
thought the mention of a "panic attack" to be odd here. They're not a phenomenon I'm very familiar with by 
personal experience, but l'm familiar enough to know what they are, and I've been able to see plenty of others 


to know l'm not the only one affected today. 

In fact, almost everyone in this lapse location has suffered (Gregg Philbin was wise to leave when he did this 
morning), and | am unsure if my bandmates are still asleep or if they are also in isolated, exile terror. Buck and 
Joe hardly deserved this.. 

It started around 3:00 o'clock in the afternoon. 


| highly question what brought this on. Everyone is in dire straits and nobody knows why. But | have my 


suspicions. 


How much does our controller inflict on us, and how much is just the result of their own troubles that they 
have no more of a hand in than us? The point I'm attempting to make isn't a show of pity, though | do take to 
playing devil's advocate at times to try understanding what l'm up against. Different perspectives tell a lot. 


Even when | can easily tell I'm not in control of a situation here, | have some sense of partial control. Part of 
me wants to follow through with what l'm pushed toward, and maybe we'll find out soon enough if fighting that 


is what Don Dokken has mentioned -and if so, how he manages to do it. 


Today, | felt absolutely no control whatsoever. And that's saying a lot when | don't have much here in exile. At 
least less than | usually do. 


| get the sense that this today wasn't supposed to happen, though | could be wrong. | think our controller 


experienced everything we felt in some form. 
Who knows how far and deep a connection of minds can run? Can it manifest physically and emotionally too? 


Alternatively, we could blame the fevers some of them have, and maybe the power of suggestion brought me 
to it from where l'm stuck out here. However, that doesn't explain why Gary Richrath and Kevin Cronin had a 

verbal showdown in the lounge over Gary's demons until both were in tears over it, when neither of them are 
sick -YET. I'd best not jinx them, they're already in enough trouble with their surroundings. (| don't understand 
how those two love each other and want the best for each other as much as they do, but still inflict so much 
hurt and fight all the time. | thought | had problems in MY band. Time and time again, Dokken and REO 


Speedwagon -and especially the currently-absent Ratt -prove me wrong) 


Ill choose not to describe how Donald succumbed to today's misery. He wouldn't appreciate it if | did. Nobody 
visible to him in the room was awake to witness the distress he was in, and l'm sure he'd like the experience 
to stay as private as he'll think it was -at least until Neal happened upon him in the aftermath, while not 
feeling much better. 


| think its not fair that Jeff Pilson and Reb Beach slept peacefully through the worst of it while whatever the 
hell it was reared its ugly head and knocked Neal out of a sound sleep. Though | realize Neal has had plenty of 
sleep in the snow, and Jeff and Reb have had very little as of late. That could have something to do with it. 


„No, | take the first half of that statement back That was getting carried away with jealousy over where | 
am. Those two have been through far too much and have had enough nightmares and panic attacks of their 
own. | should say its unfair that Donald didn't get a pass on it. And Neal for that matter. He started in his 


sleep right before it hit me, and | could have sworn he was having febrile seizures. 


Through his panic -as my own set in -l tried to talk to him. But as John Lodge's song applies, he was still just 


out of reach. 


So | resorted to pressing my fingers to my wrist and counting my pulse. Trying to play songs to them. Once | 


reached 140 beats per minute, the palpitations in my chest were percussive enough that | didn't need to feel 
for arteries. Albert might as well have turned my ribcage into his kick drum, and he played just as strong and 
precise as usual. This is about the point the physical pain is unbearable for most, and | can be grateful for 
applying music to it as a distraction from more than just pain, because it channels some of the adrenaline out 
too. Again, if only | had access to a piano.. Writer's block must be torture for any musician who lives with 
these episodes. I'll ask Fagen if | still have any doubts once I'm out of here, as he should be an expert on both 
parts of the subject. 


Torture to anyone, except Alan Gratzer. That man must be one of the most stable human beings to grace the 
larger 80s rock scene. He channeled his own rising adrenaline out by tending to his bandmates who weren't 
taking it as well, brought them through, and fought it like a champ even without his drums. If Kevin couldn't 
fight the feeling, Alan could -and damn good thing too! If there's anything he could retell from his perspective, 
I'd trust his word a hundred percent. He might have even figured out Don's method without realizing! 


| missed some of the events once | hit ITO. Standing still was impossible. It's technically not "fight or flight” 
that describes the adrenaline-fueled reactions, but "fight, flight, or freeze," and with the first option not being 
possible while exiled, for me it was either run like hell, or stand still until | passed out stone cold. That last 
option didn't seem like it would be helpful if I'd stayed out too long -I might have missed more than | did 


before | ran back. 
And that's where | sit now. Still at an elevated 90, in the aftershocks with everyone else. 


Not all is lost though. What | was thrilled to see happen last night continued in the aftermath, with the 


promise of more to come. There, | can confidently say, is the silver lining. 


For those of you who lose interest quickly, l'm sure that my descriptions of today have been enough. It's been 
some time since the last entry | threw out; it simply seemed time for another. It might be the last | make 
before leaving exile, but anything could happen in the next three days. Especially after such a busy start to 
the week. 


Those of you who still wish to follow while we figure out the mysteries of this split world, if you continue 
with me, | can give you another direct window on the world of lapse. Please tell me someone will come along - 


give me something to do while I'm stuck here.. 


(To be continued) 


April I8th, 2019: Flashbacks and Fever Dreams 


Author's Notes: 

Long, serious one, but with multiple sections and entirely different character interactions. This chapter ended 
up being an unexpected study in vulnerability. Which is a characteristic I've found to be arguably one of the 
most challenging to accurately depict, and the most definitive. Neal's inner thoughts were an entirely different 
take than Bruce's in "Another Storm to Ride" -and fun to get into, as was getting into the side of Kevin Cronin 
that does still care underneath his megalomaniac side. I'm probably still on thin ice getting into Donald Fagen‘s 
inner thoughts, but he was plenty interesting to attempt to balance. And | was thrilled to go back to one of my 
favorite moments from the "Regrowth" era (cue tears of joy!), and taking the psychological analysis there a 
few steps further. Comparing Robbin Crosby's story with Gary Richrath's is stunningly tragic. Also, it was the 
same day this was said to be taking place, | found out by mistake the studio version of "Ridin the Storm Out" 
does work to bring down a panic attack.. | figured | should let the REO boys have that much from me for the 
torment | untintentionally gave them that day. For those not familiar with the band "Good Trouble" is also an 


album title of theirs, hence Neal's expression 


4/18/19 


Bracing himself in the doorway of the "healthy" bedroom, as they'd dubbed it the night before, Alan Gratzer 
took a deep breath to take the edge off the slamming of his heart against his slim ribcage. Just as it lightened 
up, he steeled himself for another run through the long hallway and up and down the stairwell that would 
inevitably set it pounding again 


He'd seen Don Dokken make a swift exit from the "sick" bedroom earlier, and had given up on finding him. After 
checking everywhere in the building he would be, Alan knew he'd likely gone to walk around the large, landscaped 
garden half a mile down the hill to the West while dealing with the anxiety that seemed to be plaguing them all. 
If he had, there was no way in hell he was going to go that far and bother him when he was probably 


managing fine on his own. 


Ten minutes prior, Alan had all but flipped out thinking he'd have to call paramedics. Opening the door of the 
healthy bedroom to find Mike, Ray, and John sprawled out on their backs in the middle of the floor was not 
something he'd been ready for. 


As it turned out, they were just trying to relax by following something they'd learned from Timothy Leary. 
Ray and Mike were definitely tripping on acid. Despite still-tense bodies and breathing, they spoke with dreamy 
voices and chuckled as they spoke of colors on the ceiling -and apparently the shadows cast from the trees 
outside the windows with fresh leaves resembled birds, and planets beyond the layer of atmosphere they flew 


in. 


Alan could give them credit for the method to their madness. It seemed to be keeping them at ease, and had 


allowed them to escape in their minds to some calmer place. However, it wasn't a method he would personally 
choose, for the risk of less helpful side effects. And John seemed to agree, because while he was on the floor, 
he seemed much more sober and grounded in reality. Talking to him for a brief moment to see that he was 
alright verified that. Alan found out he wasn't a fan of drugs, and was simply spread out to minimize the 
claustrophobic feeling he felt, and to listen in on whatever his mates saw to see if he could stretch his 


unaltered imagination to it. 


Ritchie Blackmore had been having one of his rare, nervous meltdowns for the last two hours. He was now 
curled up on his bed with a thin blanket pitched over him like a tent, and another hanging down like a curtain 
from the upper bed. Alan doubted Ritchie would want any help from him in the first place, but cautiously 
beginning to approach just to verbally offer help brought on warnings from lan Paice, who was reaching down 
to grip the rail of the bunk with a white-knuckle hold, and very bravely sitting on the edge beside Ritchie, 


blocking the view in from the blanket curtain. 

"He's right calm right now compared to earlier. Give him a moment. Or I'll try to talk to him when it's safe. If 
you try now, he'll just start crying his eyes out. And he'd hate that" Paicey bit his lip and gazed to the ceiling, 
chest heaving with shallow breaths. "| haven't seen him this bad since San Antonio in Il. And I'd suspect we 
were going back there -if it weren't for everyone else having the same. | only wish we hadn't made such a 


fuss then. | think he'd have faired better and I'm trying not to make the same mistake, if | can" 


"Well, I'm sure you're already doing better from knowing. If you need me to get him anything, let me know, and 


Ill pass it along to you." Alan looked up to the top bed to find it empty. 
"Is Jon alright?" 
"He went to have a shower. To relax himself. | think he's past the worst. He's shaken is all." 


Though Paicey was very well composed for the panic wreaking havoc on most of them, Alan couldn't help but 


be concerned over his labored breathing, especially between short, choppy sentences. 
"Do you need your rescue inhaler?" 


Paicey shook his head. "I've already used it. In hopes | won't get a spasm. But | don't think that's the problem. | 
just need to stop myself from hyperventilating.” 


"| could get you some coffee, but | don't know if that'd be such a hot idea until we all calm down some. Or you 


probably do tea, don't you?" 


"After all the years of tours, either is fine. And water would help best.. unless you've got something stronger 
on hand. | know | technically shouldn't. Not while I'm in this state, but-" 


"Trust me, almost everyone in the music industry from our day understands the feeling." Alan gave a 
reassuring smile -or his best attempt of one for his own state -and got a cup from the stack by the sink and 


filled it halfway with water. "If you can get your breathing calmed down, I'll see if Gary has anything that 
would be good to mix in some tea to help you the rest of the way. While I'm not gonna jump on him like Kevin 


unfortunately just did, it wouldn't hurt him if | stole a shot or two from his stash." 


"You're doing so much for all of us, Alan," said Paicey, grateful as much as guilty. "Maybe | can lend you a 


hand once l'm-" 


"Nope." Alan shook his head and held his shivering hands up. "You're doing fine right here looking out for Ritchie. 
You know him better than | do, and you don't need to push it too hard and get sick with the others. Give me a 
hand by making sure he's hanging tight here, and that's great. And take an eight-stroke roll down to a slower 
rhythm. That's something you'd probably do with your eyes closed-" 


"If | weren't the perfectionist | am," Paicey finished, looking half-abashed, and half-pleased with Alan's analogy. 
"Maybe that's half the problem here for me -here, | can't stop thinking of how | should do things differently if 
| can. And on that roll comment, that's quite an imaginative way of saying it. | appreciate hearing that 


terminology from someone else, as well as what you're doing to put it right” 


He already seemed to be relaxing some, Alan noticed. The distraction he'd hoped to make with drum 


Terminology they had in common had taken hold. 


"Hey now, | don't know what this is or what brought it on, and we can't control that now when it's already 
happening," he said. "But we can at least try to control how we're gonna get through it and how it'll end now 
that it's happening, and that's what we're trying to do here. I'll be between here, the other bedroom, the 
lounge, and the kitchen. If you can't get anyone else and need something, come find me." With that, Alan was 


back on the run. 


On his way down the stairs to check on Gary and Kevin in the lounge, he was met by Kevin making his way up, 


teary-eyed and fully tensed up. The already-fading sense of relief Alan had felt was over at that. 


"Hey, KC," he offered hesitantly, knowing he was probably going to break the barrier, whether or not it stood a 


chance anyway. 


"| don't want to do it again, Alan," Kevin burst out. "I don't want to have to go through that mess a second 


time, and | feel it -| know its eventually gonna happen. | don't know when its coming, but | know that it is!" 


Oh boy, here we go again.. Alan took a gulp of air, blew it out slowly, and put his arm around Kevin's shoulders, 
pulling him in and guiding him to sit down on the steps. 


"Kevin," he warned, "| get where you're coming from, but you gotta calm down right now. This here isn't gonna 


help anything or change whatever's happening." 


"| don't want it to happen the same way, and | know it willl" Kevin was rambling, now well past keeping a second 


round of sobbing at bay. "When he gets to the point -the same one he got to -being all screwed up -and when 


he can't function, he'll have to leave the band, ‘cause he'll just keep doing it on the road -l can't help that his 
own project didn't hit and he got depressed and just went off the deep end and all.. And | don't know how to do 
it without hurting him again and ruining everything between us, or the other guys when | love them too, a-and 
ending up apart and not talking -to fix that part -because of how it -and that's the thing | don't want to 
happen again. That's the part that'll d-destroy him, j-just like it did then, and-" 


"Whoa, Kevin!" Alan put the brakes on his ramble then. Not so much because he already knew the story being 
told -which was true for what he'd been there for before he retired. Despite his own need for a distraction, 

he didn't need Kevin to get sick too, and that was looking like a very possible outcome as he started gasping in 
hiccups. He really wished he had some backup diffusing this one. 


Where's Bruce when you need him? Or Liz. 


"Alright, I'd like to say that I'll be there and make it different this time, but | can't promise that," he started 
uncertainly. "If | get to the point where | can't stand the touring anymore, that was a hard decision, and it was 
painful, but it was the right one and | won't do it any different. But if | can be there, we'll cross that bridge 


with Gary when we get to it, and we'll work to figure out what'll make sure he'll be okay.” 
"A-and if you're n-not?" 


"KC, | think you need to look at what you wish you'd done differently -whether it was telling him yourself 
instead of sending Neal to be the messenger, or agreeing to stay in contact with him, or still doing something 
on the side together if he's not in the main band or what -| don't know -and if you can fight to make it 
happen, do it For all we know, we'll go back in time again after that happens and it'll be fine, but if we can get 


a do over here, take it!" 


"| d-dunno if.. | can." Kevin clung to the rail posts with shaking hands and leaned over as dizziness washed over 


him like a tidal wave. 


"You should think about it later when you're able to think straight, and not about to pass out. Come on, ‘Ridin 
the Storm Out," said Alan, clapping his hand on Kevin's bony shoulder blade encouragingly. "Because that's kind 
of what we're doing right now in a sense isn't it? Studio version, like we just did last week in Colorado, except 


l'm gonna sing your part and you're just gonna sing the backup line." 


A couple of passes through the chorus, pushing out the slow, airy, descending ‘whoooo.. after each repeat of 
"Ridin the Storm Out" was enough to get Kevin's hiccuping under control. It left little room to inhale, but Alan 


did it with him as well as the main vocal line on the last time through to retain his own fragile state of calm. 
"Look, | gotta go make sure Gary's gonna be alright for right now. Then | gotta check everyone in the sick 
bedroom, and see if Paicey's feeling better now. If you've still got it together after that, | could use your help, 


Kev. We don't have Lizard here with us, as much as some of us wish we did right now." 


"Maybe someday we will, for all we know," said Kevin shakily. 


"Both of us hope so. Until then, filling that gap works better if I'm not on my own, and | know you're like me - 
you hang better if you have something to do." 


Alan sighed, thinking of their studio housekeeper from the 80s, Elizabeth Frye. Who jokingly referred to herself 
as their "combination mother-wife" (except she didn’t sleep with any of them) -and somehow managed to like 
them all despite their worst habits and all around craziness. He'd never seen anyone able to send Neal's snide, 
dirty-minded jokes back to him the same way in the standard world. At least here, he hoped that somebody 
would be able to do the last part for the sake of keeping their grumpy keyboardist in a good mood. Everything 
else, they could manage, though it was currently leaving them with a stern reminder of how much they 


appreciated having her around during their craziest studio sessions. 


As he got up to finish making his way downstairs, Kevin nodded and excused himself to run up the stairs and 


wash up first, as he'd been on his way to do before having a second meltdown 


Alan found Gary curled up in a chair in the lounge, crashed out asleep. Aside from the occasional reflexive 
sniffle and dried tear tracks staining his cheeks, he seemed peaceful. There was no sense in messing with that 
-at least not yet. He immediately turned around and ran back up to the kitchen, and down the hall to the sick 
bedroom with a stack of disposable cups and a bottle of ibuprofen -the last stop of the cycle. 


Don Dokken was still missing from the room. He had a hunch as to where Donald Fagen was, but suspected the 
out-of-sight keyboardist wanted to be left alone as much as Ritchie did if that hunch was correct. So Alan 
left a couple of doses of ibuprofen on the sink, tablets separated into distinct groups, for both of them to find 
with a note, and didn't bother with them further. 


Let me see.. He hopped up on the ladder wrung between two of the three bed sets that were in an L-shaped 


formation by the exterior wall and window. 


One-oh two? he guessed as he placed the back of his hand against Jeff Pilson's forehead. He gently brushed 
down the side of Jeff's cheek, feeling the same heat radiating there too. Something close to that. He'd had 
ibuprofen about four hours ago -too soon for more. Maybe it was still on its way down, or coming back up, 
depending on how fast Jeff wore through it. The rough temperature was concerning. Alan made note to check 


on Jeff again in the next hour and decide what was next based on any changes. 


He straddled over to the other bed's ladder to see Reb Beach, feeling his heart jump momentarily, even when 


he'd taken far-less stable movements of the sort on buses driving down torn-up highways. 


Over 100.. but nothing too high Reb would feel cruddy when he woke up, but it wouldn't be anything impossible 
to get through. He was up for more ibuprofen, but seeing him as peaceful as he was, he didn't dare wake him 


up any sooner than Gary. 


The bed jostled a bit from the bunk below, where Neal was camped out. Alan descended the ladder to check his 


own bandmate's temperature. 


Whatever he's reacting to, its not a high fever.. He's a little warm, but the ibuprofen worked wonders on him. 
Thats good -at least we got that. 


"Bruce." Neal moaned incoherently from where he lay sprawled across the bed, hanging halfway between 


consciousness and the tail end of a nightmare. 


Yeah, Neal, | wish he was with us right now too.. A poke and whisper of ‘pssst! without an immediate response 


confirmed he wasn't really looking for someone to care for him -only reacting to his dream. 


For which Alan was glad. He suspected that Neal would not hesitate to call him some snarky fusion of 
‘Nightingale’ with his own name -likely "Nightingalan" or "Nightingratzer" -for a solid week if he'd been aware of 


his hurried tending to everyone. 


With that, he was on his way back to the healthy bedroom to check on Paicey, and to start the cycle of 
running through the hall all over again. 


In the confines of his subconscious, Neal had fallen through deep snow, and unlike the snowbank he'd been 
trapped in for months, there was no anticipating it. No blizzard, no visible snowbanks, or snow up over his 
knees. There was only a patch of slush on the sidewalk past the front of the sports complex he'd run beside 
last night, and though it was wide as the path itself, he hadn't given any second thought to walking over it. 


He'd had plenty of experience walking on slippery, frozen surfaces, having grown up in Indiana and Illinois. 


However, here it had been a trap. The sidewalk was caved in, and the slush hid an unanticipated snowbank, 
which he fell down into, several feet under, beneath the ground. Nobody would know if they hadn't seen him go 
down, and unlike his experience in Colorado, he'd fallen so deep in this one that he had no window whatsoever to 


see above himself. He was trapped, buried, claustrophobic, and already smothering. 


But he could hear Bruce calling for him from above, heard the sound of something digging into the snow above, 
and two other voices -one he could identify by a distinctive lisp giving muffled orders to Bruce, and one he 


couldn't place coming from somewhere else, giving him orders of his own 


‘You can get yourself out of the trap and control what happens here, Neal Doughty. But itll take some help and a 
lot of diligence on your part. All of you need to watch each other's backs -these traps are hiding everywhere, and 
you could just as easily be banished here with me." 


He could then hear Gary and Kevin fighting each other, yelling accusations back and forth until they were 
exhausted and both pleading for resolution "What's your problem?!" "I dont want to hear it from you anymore!" 
‘Can we..?" "no, thats it! Were done here.." He heard Bruce straining and asking for help in vain, and he heard a 
hiss of ‘you idiots aren't helping shit, presumably toward Gary and Kevin as Neal heard the stunned quiet 
signaling that they'd finally called cease-fire after reducing each other to tears and choked-back sobs. Alan's 
voice came in at the end, diffusing the situation with those two and allowing Bruce to focus on getting to him 
-which still wasn't happening fast enough. His vision was blacking out.. 


With another smothered call, Neal finally broke fully free of his terror and jerked awake in bed. He frantically 
untangled himself from the sheets that were twisted three times around his body to effectively immobilize 
him, and looked up hopefully, even though he knew he wouldn't see what -or who -he wanted. 


With his Colorado rescue complete, Gregg had left with no intent to come back until a situation presented him 
with no choice. However, the blond bassist with the heart of gold who had taken over for him in IITTI had not 


taken over in the lapse world. 
Then as Neal got his bearings and came to full consciousness, the panic hit him like a train. 


There was only one other time he'd felt the way he did -or twice, when he'd re-experienced the hardest night 
of his life as his freshman experience in the split world Bruce Hall, bless him, had looked out for him just the 


same when they were both confused and scared, figuring out that such a split had occurred. 


This time, he wasn't here as the room spun out into a blur too thick to see through, and as the air left Neal's 
lungs and his hands went entirely numb. He knew Kevin, Alan, and Gary were checking in every now and then, 
but even if Bruce had been there, he wouldn't have been able to stay with him for long, when he'd been 
banished to the bedroom of ‘sick ones' -some of who he still barely knew. Bless their hearts, he thought 
scathingly, until the swelling anger poured fuel on the panic and sent him past the point of no return 


He couldn't see Don Dokken where he'd been, and with as guarded as he remembered him being, if Don had felt 
anything similar, he would have isolated himself somewhere away from everyone else. Even if it did mean 


getting out of bed and losing some of the sleep he'd coveted the night before. 


"Crap," he muttered shakily, realizing that he probably wasn't the only one, and lost on seeing it as a bad thing, 
or feeling assured that he wasn't losing his mind. Though it seemed that Jeff and Reb -who had become sick 
despite all efforts to prevent it -weren't effected. They were surely so knocked out, nothing short of another 


fire alarm would wake them up before they were ready. 


At least they got that part of what they were hoping for, Neal thought with defeat as he lay back down on the 
bed, feeling too dizzy to sit up any longer. His eyes stung and his body burned, save for his ice cold hands and 
feet. As he struggled to push out a breath against the invisible straps constricting around his chest, the 
nightmarish cramping he'd expected -and dreaded -started through his limbs. The muscles tightened and 
twitched, causing his arms and legs to suddenly convulse at random intervals. It wasn’t a true seizure, but just 
as he had in his two past experiences with the phenomenon driven by tachycardia, he felt every bit as 
helpless until he could get a grip long enough to make the spasms stop and bring the feeling back to his tingling 
hands. 


Finally, his torment began to fade. He blinked back the unshed tears that threatened him at the end without 
betraying him, leaving one spared bit of embarrassment to be grateful for. With his vision cleared and what he 
hoped was the worst over, Neal sat up with the aid of the bedpost and scanned the room over. As much as 
he wanted to when his head pounded and his entire body was heavy and buzzing in the aftermath, falling back 


asleep so soon after wouldn't do him any favors. He needed a distraction to keep from sliding back into the 
panic, and the snowbank in his dreams. Something to keep him awake until he was calm and grounded in the 


strange reality he'd come to exist in. 


It was when his eyes fell to the floor under the lower bunk of a third set that he noticed the pile of blankets. 
He would have dismissed it as an odd place to put a laundry pile -perhaps out of shame, if someone had been 
stricken with violent nausea in their bunk and couldn't get away from it fast enough. However, the tip of a 

shoe emerging from one end, in a position that told him otherwise when he saw it, and it was enough to strike 


his concern. 


Whether or not whoever it was had succeeded in surviving his ailment up until then, Neal wasn't feeling 
generous enough to approach him before pulling himself together first -if that wasn't a bad idea anyway. He 
stooped over the sink and washed his face and hands with cold water, before cupping his hand under the spigot 
and taking a few long gulps. If it didn't help keep his low-grade fever and panic down, at least it would distract 


him from both for a moment. 


Fighting vertigo down the seemingly endless walk down the hall to the facilities afterward was an even stronger 
distraction. Brushing fingertips along the wall on one side to assess his balance, he made quick glances to 
ensure no one was around to see how pathetic he figured he looked. How he missed the close proximity of 
each room, and the basic privacy of the upper floor apartment built above the dog boarding facility and vet 
clinic he'd been in during his first lapse. It was tempting to stay in the bathroom awhile instead of braving the 
open hall again. If he left immediately, he'd be back soon enough following his previous remedy, and the thought 
of warm shower called to his aching sinuses too. However, the heat was the last thing he needed until his 
blood pressure came down, especially if his fever spiked again over top of it. The disappointment of denying 
himself that comfort, and knowing he had another long walk ahead, became yet another distraction 


When Neal got back to the room, still shaky but feeling half-alive, he braced himself on the footboard of the 
third bunk to keep from falling forward with the next wave of vertigo, and stooped down to get a closer look 


at the mess underneath it from a still-safe distance. 


The large nose visible in profile sticking past a rat's nest of dark hair gave Neal enough of an answer. Then 
Donald Fagen flinched up from his sideways-fetal-position in the burrow of blankets to look at him straight-on, 
staying huddled and rigid with defense. He hadn't been in the room when Neal had gone to sleep, so he'd arrived 


and hidden himself out sometime after, and well before he woke up judging by his appearance. 


His eyes were suspiciously bloodshot for sickness alone, with sagging eyelids that didn't want to stay fully open 
to match the rest of his fearful posture, and his pupils seemed wider than they should have been Granted, it 
was dim between the only light source coming from the window and a small desk lamp, and being under the 
bed. But he seemed to relax slightly and gave a sarcastic sniff that told Neal retreating wasn't necessary, just 
as he started to take a backward step. 


If you're gonna stare me down, you might as well come down here with me to do it instead of imitating a 


vulture, Doughty. | don't really care. You seem to have enough hangups of your own to keep shit from 


happening. Not that you don't look dangerous. You look like someone pissed in your cereal,” Donald murmured, 


hesitantly unfolding a hand from his side to point toward Neal's dour expression. 


"Here I'd hardly be able to blame someone if they did" complained Neal, lowering himself to the floor and only 
letting go of the bed frame once he was down Then he coughed a couple of times and swallowed hard against 
the mucus in his throat that released on his impact with the floor. "It's such a long walk to the bathroom, | 


already have to go again" 


"So that must be why every time I've seen you so far, you're full of piss and vinegar." Donald hoped deep 
down that the quip he suspected Walter Becker might have responded with was true to him. It felt like it, the 


way it suddenly lit up in his brain, in that certain way he didn't feel as often in his absense. 


"lIl remember to never turn you loose with Gregg. He gave me plenty of childish humor up in Colorado while | 
was recovering.’ A closer look from his new perspective on the ground revealed that a bottle of 


antidepressants lay knocked over and uncapped on the floor beside the mound of blankets Donald sat in. 


Neal was torn as to what was more concerning -that Donald had been far enough out of it to spill the pills and 


just leave them there, or what they were intended for. 
"Jesus Christ!" He winced as the emphasis made his own head throb. "How many did you take of those?" 


"More than | care to admit. Or than you need to know. Still not enough to get through the day functioning right 
apparently." Donald cast a bitter glare down at the spilled pills. "I've been sick for a month straight, so there's 


no point in tossing them. It cant do much worse to me." 


Neal sighed and reached around the blanket pile to help Donald pick up the pills and put them back in the bottle. 
His fingers were still shaky and weak enough that he dropped every other pill he attempted to pick up. 


‘Guess its nice to know I'm not the only one here who's fucked up. If you lipped off any more at me for it, | 
could turn it around on you right quick" Donald felt torn too. Part of him wanted to try imagining and 
repeating what caustic and far-less childish crack Walter might have had for Neal's pathetic coordination in 
that moment -not that his own was much better when his arms felt like deadweights from fever. The other 
part wanted to make a begrudging show of gratefulness to Neal for being bothersome enough to pull him from 
his hideout of misery, without stupidly asking if he was okay -as if the answer wasn't obvious -and for not 


speaking generic inanities of reassurance that would only serve to make his skin crawl. 


"Well, that easily goes both ways, so I'm not looking to start shit," Neal offered. "Unless its in the name of fun 
and good trouble, and if that's what's gonna make the boat float, fire away." 


Giving up his internal debate with the lack of heart for both options, Donald groaned. 


| shoulda known you'd be dangerous even while hung-up. See, now | know what | was seeing. You're jonesing for 


a fix of ‘good trouble’ as you call it" 


"| wouldn't think | can't say the same for you. And that goes the same way whether you're saying | look bored 
or that | look like shit right now. Let me guess -panic attack landed you down here?" 


'Is'that what they call it more often in the Midwest, or are you saying you had to have the neceth'ssary 
torture they call ‘therapy’ too?" 


"Necessary torture." Neal shuddered. "Yyyyughhh. You definitely hit the nail on the head with THAT." 


"At least after a year you go numb to it and its just going through the motions. You can talk to yourself and 
pretend you're not insane because someone else is in the room. | guess if there was one thing it does for 
paranoia, that's it." 


"No, | only went through it for two months,” said Neal. "My bandmates talked me into it when | wanted to push 
it off ‘till it was a last resort. In hindsight, it probably saved me from having to deal with it longer, and kept 
me from having to do rehab in a facility instead of on my own" 


"Lucky bastard," Donald snorted. "What landed you in the trap?" 


"Came home from tour to an empty house and a letter on the kitchen counter; as generic a ‘Dear John, | 
regret to tell you' letter could be." Neal spoke with a deadpan, except on his imitation of the letter, which he 
delivered with a falsetto and as flourishing a tone he could force. "Wife up and left me. And ran off with our 


band's hometown supplier of substances | likely shouldn't have to name to anyone here." 
Donald's eyes widened before he failed at attempting a smirk 


"Well, I've seen and heard a few things, believe me. For all the consequences of hangups, | gotta give it to you; 


that's not one I've ever heard. Ouch" 

"| guess | could have said it was still somewhat fair. It was pretty easy to let yourself be pretty screwed up 
then. As long as you could perform, you could just say ‘yeah, I'm a little drunk, but look at that poor bastard 
over there’ -find someone worse than you, you know," Neal admitted. 


"That was how we operated at one time too." 


"Except her argument for leaving me was that she was fed up with my drinking, which is pretty funny with 
what she did. As if the pot dealer was any better." 


Its a shame you probably didn't get to hear how it ended. Maybe you'd have gotten the last laugh." 


"Yeah, well when the guys found me at the studio the next day, get this It's just hunky dory that | went off 
the deep end and got too smashed to remember it, ‘cause it would be funny if | could now. But to the word of 
Bruce, Alan, and Kevin, the first thing said when they asked me ‘what's wrong’ was ‘| am really gonna miss that 


guy’. 
This time, Donald managed a proper smirk, and it gave way to a full snort of amusement rather than sarcasm. 


"A two in one breakup. Sounds strategic if you ask me, assuming she had any strategy to that decision. Those 
days were really something. | thought they were long over, but as it turns out." 


"As we say between us in REO, life as we know it can change on you pretty quick," said Neal. "This isn't even 
life as we know it, so who knows where IT could turn on us. I'd rather it turn than stay here, ‘cause | know 


some of us are ‘tired of getting nowhere'." 
"Y'think? At least it seems to me you lived through everything here." 


"Not immediately, depending on your definition of living. First | dealt with it the same way I'd always dealt with 
it. Too much booze and passing out in bed early. Just more than usual, so Kevin pitched a fit and Bruce had 
me come stay with him. Then | woke up one night at his house unable to breathe and watching the room spin 
-which surprise, surprise, that was my welcome into this world. Had convulsions and made a big scene | don't 
remember, and when | came to, Bruce and | looked at each other and said enough. Cue the self-rehab and 
torture „at least | got out of repeating that for going into lapse, but we're still trying to figure out what 
happened, so there's that instead" Neal crossed his arms over his chest. "So then, what's the story behind 
how you got here?" 


"Y'know, with what you're telling me, I'm beginning to think what or whoever is controlling this place is trying to 
scare the collective crap out of all of us on first arrival," said Donald with venom growing in his tone. "Get us 
expecting the worst so we can all be fucking paranoid of everything we know, and don't know either for that 


matter." 
"| wouldn't write the possibility off" 


"| don't have anything interesting to tell you about how | got here. | just arrived at some point after I'd 
finished The Nghtfly -long enough into it for me to already be taking desperate measures, and not long enough 
to resort to soundtrack production. Hard to say when in there -it all runs together. Writer's block, going out 
at night for reasons | don't need to repeat, near-constant sickness, antidepressants, panic attacks, necessary 
torture, paranoia -over whatever the hell was there | decided | had to barricade myself from. Seemed stupid 
when there was nothing interesting going on around me to be a source of it. But then I've also wondered if 
that could be it. Its almost like screwed-up stuff was forming in my mind because there wasn't anything else 
to think about. Not that anything's changed much here, clearly". Donald motioned to the bed frame above him. 
"Aside from the scenery and town being pretty different.” 


He gave Neal a stinging side-eye -though not an entirely malicious one. 


"And you making it a point to go digging in what | know." 


Neal raised his eyebrows and closed his eyes. ‘Tough noogs,' he seemed to say. 


| could almost say | wish it was more exciting. And hate to admit that you're probably right about that thing 


you call ‘good trouble. | might have faired better having something to put my screwed up mind around.” 


Deciding that no one in the room -Neal included -had a fair right to give him a hard time for feeling weak with 
illness, Donald folded the back of his bedding pile into a thicker stack to prop up on and slid down on his back. 
However, the move backfired almost immediately, triggering sudden drainage down the back of his throat. 


Which brought on a fit of coughing that left him dry-gagging so hard that his shoulder blades jerked together 


every couple of hacks. 


Neal respectfully turned his head away and placed a hand beside his face like a blinker on a horse to prove he 


wasn't watching what was humiliating enough. 


"Are y'fuckin'.. serious'th..?" Donald choked out the rhetorical question, now trying to sit back up as fast as he 
lay down before he asphyxiated. No sooner than he was up, he was swiping at watery eyes, and feeling 
despondent enough that had he been alone, he'd have been hard-pressed to keep from weeping. The spasms 
between coughs tried to pull him closer to the edge, tempting him toward it instead of the dry, empty laugh 
he'd taken to when he didn't have the tears left to shed. 


Maybe it was from dwelling on the painfully monotonous routine he was stuck in, which had him all but bored 
to tears and sick now. Or from being doped up on his pills while suffering from an adrenaline-hangover. Or 
maybe it was the sense that there was somebody who understood a mere half of him, and far more than 


anyone carrying out the necessary torture with nods and meaningless murmurs of ‘| understand. 


But while he was finding a sense of security with Neal faster than most, he wasn't that comfortable -and 
doubted he ever would be as he swallowed the terrifying, helpless feeling, along with the stomach acid trying 
to sneak its way up by the middle of his coughing jag. 


"Guess twice of this.. just wasn't enough for today," he muttered as the spasm finally faded, and took the 


surge of emotions away with it. 
"Gonna live?" 


"Neal, what is it that even makes you want to get answers for me? There has to be someone else here has 


more to give you without being the fucked up bastard | am -unless you really are that bored" 


‘lm sure there's someone else who could tell me more, and I'll try to start with them talking to Mike," ceded 
Neal. But without having been here as long as them, | think there's more power in a like mind and someone 
with a similar level of understanding. Not counting the time | was in the snow, it hasn't been much longer than 
it has for you since | arrived. And Bruce did me a solid that night. | figured since there hasn't really been an 
opportunity for me to do him one of the same kind, I'd better pay one forward” 


"So in all the scheming and troublemaking, you do have a conscientious side hiding in there," said Donald. "| 


thought you seemed like it." 


"Is probably a more even deal for me to pass on to you rather than back to him," Neal mused regretfully. 


"l'm stubborn enough to quite frankly be a bit of an asshole when | feel like it-" 
"-So I've seen." 


"-And Bruce never lost patience with me when | can say for sure | gave him a few hard days while | was 


dealing with the aftermath. Both times around." 


"Well, if you want to pass me a favor, you can start with helping me figure Don Dokken out and telling me 
what you know. You may not have seen much before whatever the heck happened with you, but | suspect you 


saw more than | have. The whole month I've been here, he's been stuck in his own way too." 


Donald tried to find a different position that wouldn't be so difficult to stay up in, or choke him again, and 
nearly whacked his head under the bed He caught it coming and flinched down at the last second possible. 


"Besides that, when | tried to talk to him earlier, he froze up, then took off without a word," he sulked. "At 


least | have some reason to believe he didn't freak out at me, when | was on the floor a minute later." 


Neal sighed exasperatedly. "Now that that's over, you think you might want to slide out from under the bed 


now, or maybe sit on top of it? Before you get concussed too?" 


"No thank you. Unless something or someone gives me a really good reason, I'm not planning to come up from 
here any sooner than | absolutely have to. And as much as I'd like any information you have, I'm not that 


desperate for it." 

"Fair enough," said Neal, leaning his back against the wall by the bed. "| can wait down here. Just don't expect 
me to crawl under with you to tell you any more, because I've had enough of sitting in a hole. And no, I'm not 
getting the ibuprofen Alan left on the sink for you until I'm ready to get up and stay up." 

"Y'know, if you're gonna end up in another one anytime soon, tell me, and I'd take your place without a second 
thought." Donald sneered, but slid himself and his pile of blankets up against the frame on the wall to settle 


leaning next to Neal, with just the shadow of the bed frame and a four-by-four corner support separating 


them. 
"What can you tell me?" 


| can go back as far as June 2018. But the important stuff really started late at night on the Fourth of July.” 


FLASHBACK - 12:00 AM, July 5th, 2018: 


The lightening storm that had raged outside since the firework show ended at 9:30 stopped almost 
immediately on the midnight strike of the clock. 


"Alright, America.. Birthday party's over. No more fireworks. And hopefully no frightened cats and dogs with 


injuries downstairs tomorrow either." 


Bruce Hall reached over to the side table in the corner between a couch and the window and switched on a 
lamp. It lit up the living room of the apartment and cast a glare on the window to obscure their view on the 


night as it went still. 


"Ugh, Bruuu-uce!" Alan reached over and playfully shoved their bassist as he drew his name out in a long 


whine. "You think you could have given us a warning before blinding us?" 


"Yeah, Bruce! Glenn might have appreciated that." Kevin motioned to Glenn Hughes, who was indeed wincing at 


the sudden switch between dark and light. 
Bruce smiled sheepishly and ducked his head as his cheeks stained pink. 


REO Speedwagon had been camped out together in the upper level apartment for most of the evening, but it 


had only been an hour ago when Glenn arrived with Don Dokken, and under the latter's watch and care. 


When they'd come in, Glenn looked tired out, and in desperate need of a rest to catch his bearings, but he had 
a light in his eyes that had not been there since the start of his time in the split world He even had a 
nostalgic smile. Through the exhaustion and undeniable pain he'd been through in his detox journey, he looked to 


have come a mile in happiness, regardless of how many more he still had to go. 


Gary had been thrilled to see him looking so happy, and sat down with Glenn, encouraging him to talk about it if 
he felt the need to while they watched lightening streak the dark sky, forming natural fireworks in the night. 


‘Its the most fun I've had in over a decade," Glenn eagerly told. "Gary, you must meet Robbin Crosby, first 
chance you've got. He's not of my era, but he's an amazingly kind soul, he understood me and didn't think any 
worse of me for my demons, and | think he knew Tommy was there and tried to give what he wanted. Tommy 
might not have been here in person, but he was there in spirit, stronger than ever, and it was a wonderful 


time for both of us." 


"If he comes and joins us here some night, you'll have to introduce us, Glenn. We'll have to have ourselves a 


little party together." 


In contrast from Glenn's purely ecstatic mood -which was a complete switch from a few days before when 
he'd had a slip and retreated into crushing guilt for getting his hands on a bindle of cocaine while Don was out 
of town doing album work -Don was the reserved one tonight. He seemed to have taken a step backward. Or 
realized he wasn't as far as he thought he'd been 


Whichever was the case, he looked lost, and his stoic exterior was visibly cracked and unstable. He'd willingly 
removed the security of his sunglasses in the dark of the house, and his eyes were faintly rimmed in red, 


with puffy lower eyelids. 


Instead of recapping the night's events, he retreated to a corner by another window where Neal had isolated 


himself, staring off into space and lost in thought. 


It wasn't until the storm settled and the lights were back on that both of them seemed to snap out of their 
thoughtful trances, and that Don finally spoke. 


"How're you holding up, Neal?" 

"In terms of recovering from you know what?" Neal met him with a facetious tone, already knowing the 
answer. "I've been better, but I've been way worse too. All | can say is | survived it then, so I'm gonna assume 
| will here, even if it does suck." 

"From what I've seen myself, usually that's how it goes." Don sighed, letting the slightest hint of pain show in 
his eyes. "I hope the same is true right now for me. For you and me both. ‘Cause it's not like we need worse, 
and we certainly didn't ask for it" 

It was then that Gary left Glenn's side and made his way over to kneel down beside Don. 


"What's going on tonight, Don? You're having a hard time with something; | can tell." 


It was hard to see in the dark without being at the right angle, but Don gulped hard and gripped one edge of 
his chair hard. 


"You guys have already heard the gist of how the band broke up. | did fucking everything to block three people 
out of my mind for a year, and pretend | didn't care about them. Tonight, Mick was right in front of me for all 


of two minutes, and it was enough to prove all of that was a God damned lie." 
His tone was dry and flat, and his expression was stoic, but the pain was screaming silently underneath it, 
along with the agony of all the logic he'd justified an entire year's actions with being entirely wiped out in one 


night. 


Unable to hold back with his caring nature, Gary started to reach an arm around Don, but he flinched, and 
understandingly, Gary took a step back. 


"Now | either have to get things fixed with him or end it. Or it's gonna drive me nuts. And that's enough" Don 
insisted. "| really don't need to hang on this any longer tonight” 


“That's fine," assured Bruce, coming over on the other side of the window and standing behind Neal. "We have a 


good enough understanding of that in this camp. You don't have to tell us anything unless you feel like it later." 


Bruce had his arms over the back of Neal's chair. After taking a hesitant look behind himself that suggested 


he wouldn't do what he did next with anyone else, Neal leaned back into Bruce's arms and sighed contentedly. 
"But hey, | still am gonna say that | hope you can get things right with Mick," Gary suddenly added. 


Don shrugged. "At least | know we fixed it between us before, so hopefully again. I've seen others who didn't 
and don't want that ending." 


Gary nodded empathetically, sneaking a forlorn look at Kevin when he wasn't watching. 


"Think itll work the same way here?" Alan paced back and forth in thought. "It seemed to for us, but one time 


isn't really enough for us to know much." 


"| don't know. It doesn't always, but most of the time, it does. Look at Glenn and decide for yourself. Lately, | 
feel like | have a better sense of control with what's been happening, and I'll do whatever | can to make it work 


the way | want it" 
"Is it any easier with that?" Neal perked up. 


"Depends in what you think is easier. I'm not saying it's been a fun time, because going through this again as a 
whole hasn't exactly been in my favor -or at least not yet, for whatever reason there is." Don sighed. "Tonight 
threw me for a loop on that. But | still think m hanging pretty well. Considering what I've seen. The standards 
weren't exactly high to begin with -let me be real." 


"What do you mean, ‘sense of control?" 

The way Kevin asked the question -fast speech pattern, interrogatory tone, holding his head high and making 
air quotation marks with his fingers -made him sound ready to knock down and jump all over Don's suggestion 
with disbelief, despite any examples he could have given from his experience. 

Apparently, Don felt that it was exactly what Kevin was going to do, and he wasn't having any of it -especially 
not from someone who had hardly seen anything in the split world And he felt lucky enough to have some 


backup, whether or not anyone was fully on his side. 


"Kevin," Alan warned with a sigh. "Don knows what he's been through, and you can only believe what he says - 


you won't know any better than that." 


"That's why | want to know," Kevin insisted. "Because from what | know so far, it doesn't make any sense. | 


don't get it." 


"Clearly. And you know what? I'm not gonna tell you," Don decided, sitting up straight in his chair and scooting 


forward to the edge with his hands ready to push off the sides. "You're new to this; you ought to figure it 
out like everyone else. This is going on year two for me, but if you're going to act like you already know 


better, forget it, Kevin. | can already tell you're not gonna hear it, so what's the point?" 


Alan sighed again, and looked torn as to how to stay neutral in this rookie vs. veteran argument, being a rookie 


himself who hardly knew the veteran any better. 
"Come on, Don," he pleaded, "he got a little cocky, but don't be like that to him." 
Bruce held up his hand hesitantly. "Hey, Don, I'll hear you out. I'd be interested to hear if you want" 


"No. | believe you that you're interested, but I'm not telling when you're offering to listen now because you 


feel bad and you're trying to be nice." 
Alan shook his head and held his hands up at Bruce and Kevin. 
dust leave it alone. He's clearly had a painful night and needs some time. 


"I can tell you one thing about it -is that the control in the situation depends just as much on everyone else 
involved, so don't think figuring it out for yourself will make everything perfect." With a hard push off his 
hands, Don got up from his seat. "Robbin will be here for me to see. But unless he and his guys manage to 
push some major changes that | don't see them making, I'll still have to see him go through what he did 
toward the end, and it really sucks." 


"Wait, | don't get it," started Kevin. "What happened to Robbin; how'd he go out?" 


lm not gonna talk about that either with some people being here in this room," Don retorted. "And especially 
not right now when a lot of things might be hitting home for some of you." 


He cast a cutting sidelong glance to Gary, who slowly closed his heartache-filled eyes and nodded knowingly. As 
much as he'd wished for better, he knew Robbin hadn't gotten the one-night reunion and last-minute resolution 
with his bandmates that he had. 

"Leaving?" asked Neal, sounding a bit sullen, but understanding too. 


Don nodded. "Glenn and | have things to deal with back at the house. Thank God!" 


He pulled on a raincoat, grabbed an umbrella, and made sure Glenn was ready and looked stable enough in his 


run-down state for departure. All whilst looking as though departure was the only chance of his own stability. 


"Careful in the flash-flooding out there," Bruce warned, innocent and helpless as the two made their way 


toward the door. 


-END FLASHBACK- 


"He and Glenn left after that," explained Neal. "Stormed right out -didn't see them again for another week." 
"No kidding.” Donald snorted. "I'd leave too!" 


"Yeah, I'd bet you would. Don may have a short fuse for some things, but I've seen you just about take off 
and fly when it's barely gotten started." 


"Yeah, and it didn't stop you from running after. Its a shame Glenn isn't here. He seems like he'd tell us what 
he knows from his side without any prodding.’ Knowing Glenn had been self-detoxing under Don's watch, Donald 
found himself wanting his perspective, even if it wasn't directly helpful for the main question he and Neal were 


trying to answer. 


Still, he already knew Glenn's answers could at best only give him a tenth of the peace of mind he really hoped 
for. 


"Things are tense between him and the rest of Deep Purple, but if David Coverdale visits, maybe he'll get him 
to stop in for a bit" 


"Who's Robbin? Sounds like he's an important part of this too." 


"Robbin Crosby played guitar in a band called Ratt -they were pretty close with Dokken. Overwhelmingly nice 
guy, but he had a heroin addiction that got him kicked out of his band -and AIDS from a dirty needle." 


Donald winced. His evil-spirited mind could have made jokes, but he knew the ugly truth of the drug too well to 
have the gut. 


"He was confined at home and lonely while most of his friends were on tour, and that's how Don got the idea 
to celebrate Independence Day with him -and to bring Glenn, because they were in the same boat," continued 
Neal. "And being who he is, Mick showed up as a surprise-" 

"I have seen him. No need to go to the exhaustion of trying to describe how crazy he is," Donald cut in "He's 
the type who terrifies me. But he's great. | dare say | like him when he's on the opposite side of the room and 
there's something solid between us." 


Neal couldn't help but grin at the contradiction, because he wasn't sure how to describe Mick in words either. 


"He is great. And he and Don just click really well, like no one else in the band -l'm not gonna explain because | 


know you get what I'm saying.” 


"Too well." 


"Needless to say, Don didn't know either, and when Dokken broke up, he and Mick didn't exactly go separate 
ways in the best terms." 


"Poor fucking bastard,” Donald muttered bitterly. "I can tell you exactly why he looked so stricken that night, 


but you probably have a sufficient idea too, if you're as sharp as you seem." 
“That's subjective, but I've seen enough shit go down in our band to know enough, and-" 


Neal stopped short, and Donald clocked his head on the bed frame with a soft thud and hiss of profanities as 
they both startled. Raucous coughing echoed from above and across the room as Jeff Pilson came to 
consciousness lying on his back and curling in on himself with the force of the attack, which was every bit as 


strong as the one Donald had. 


"If only we realized this shit we're in now would make all that look tame," he retorted, pressing the heel of his 
palm to his head, and watching as an extra-hard gag prompted Jeff to sit up and spring down his ladder. He 
ran out of the room with an uneven gait and tears streaming down his flushed cheeks, coughing and dry- 


heaving all the way. 


"Poor Jeff" Neal meant it. The guy was dealing with enough -being kindhearted apparently hadn't spared him 
any pain -and he hoped the panic didn’t rear its ugly head for him while he was trying to get down the hall 
and already fighting nausea. 


"We had Robbin come hang with us a few times in lapse after that. He doesn't spend much time here; my 
guess with what I've seen with him is he's trying to live it up as much as he can now that he's got a way to 
do it again. Gary's the same way, but he had so much more time without us before the end, he tries to spend 
a lot more time with us because that's where he wanted to be, as unfortunate as it was that it didn't happen 


"Boy, don't let those two go at it with Mick if you're wise," Donald remarked. "They wouldn't know what to do 
with themselves, or remember how to be quiet. Never mind that -we'll be thankful if they don't burn the 
building down together and laugh at it" 


"Too late. Already happened. Gary was a riot with Mick and Robbin, for sure." Neal shook his head and grinned 
ruefully. "Three of a kind. He never met them before this, but he clicked with them like he'd known them his 
whole life. Not that it's unlike Gary to be that way. It's like he was never gone here." 


"Doesn't seem unlike it for more than just him. Seems to be the norm here, from what I've seen so far." 


It was true. Donald's inhibitions were as low as they only got with the very few he let in close, and his next 


admission to Neal wasn't one he had loose lips on. 


"For all the shit that happens here -maybe | could find an escape like Gregg and some of the others. But right 
now I'm staying for Walt. And I'm willing to wait it out again, and keep being stuck here if he's coming 


eventually." 


He left out the scared and uncertain conditions to his statement. Æ he was gone for good here same as before 


the split, | could hardly care less. What's gone is gone forever. But | cant NOT wait if there's a bats chance in hell. 
"Well, for the reasons | have to question it, | stay here for Gary." Neal seemed to know anyway. 
'Itd be nice to have some control over my life though." 


“That's what we're fighting for, and whether or not he knows how to consistently get it, you already saw it in 
Don before | told you." 


"I bet it takes even more than just us with him to get it, with what you said about before he left. About 
Robbin at the end. If you're looking for good trouble, we're looking to get up to plenty if this is gonna work." 


Alan knocked on the door and opened it up, effectively stopping further exchange there. 


"Oh!" He stopped short, somewhat surprised at the sight that greeted him. "Jeff said you two were up. | wasn't 
expecting he meant on the floor, but that's fine by me if you're hanging alright." 


"That's subjective, depending on how you define that," said Donald, leaning forward to look out from under the 


bed. This time, he moved with exaggerated caution to not come up too fast under the frame. 


"| don't know, Alan," Neal deadpanned, before forcing a grin and pointing up at him. "Considering what we know 


about each other, I'd be more worried about you than me." 
Alan sighed, grinned, and shook his head. 


"Yeah, you're definitely alright if you're still coming after me. Look, most of us are in the lounge. I've got food 
on up in the kitchen if you're feeling up to it after -well, | don't know what that was, but you probably know 
what | mean. I'll consider bringing it to Reb, but if Jeff got to me and managed to track down Don with the 


ridiculous fever he has going, you're clearly not too sick to get your heinie down the hall, Trout” 


Donald snorted as Alan left, noting the slightest tint of red to Neal's rounded cheeks -which paired with his 
snub nose made him look comically more innocent than he was, or ought to have looked for his wit. Though, it 


was far from the greatest anomaly between innocent looks and sharp wit Donald knew. 


"Alright," said Neal, climbing up from the floor and rolling his eyes. "If you're staying, you'll have to excuse me 
for awhile. Alan opened a restaurant after he retired from the band, and l'm not passing that offer up, even if 
it is far away. It's not like | wasn't gonna have to go through the hall sooner or later, so | might as well have 


it be on my terms." 


"Give me ten minutes and maybe I'll work up the will to follow you for once." 


"lIl be up there awhile if you do." Neal looked suspiciously pleased. "Actually, that wasn't bad information we 


just got from him. If Jeff found Don, he's back and probably alright for us to try our luck with again in the 
next few days." 


"Some luck. It'll take all of it just to get over whatever the hell hit here today." Donald sniffed with contempt 
and congestion as he finally slid out from under the bed, still with no visible intent to get up. 


"Can you help me get through to him?" 
Neal tossed his hands up as he turned to leave. 


"Whats left to try?" 
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After surviving the weekend, the strangest sense hung over the lapsing split world that everything frozen in 
stasis was about to change drastically. 


Maybe it was because everyone who'd spent the night in the lounge in favor of the bedroom woke up to the 
opening bass strike and harmonized lead of "Burnin! For You", blasting through the hallway at 6:45 in the 


morning. 

No one seemed angry about it, despite the ungodly hour of the morning -on Monday, no less. Ray Thomas and 
Mike Pinder slowly turned heads toward each other from where they lay next to each other on the couches 
they'd pushed together in the lounge, and shared a blissful smile through half-opened eyes at the sound. 


"I believe some of our friends are back," Mike murmured sleepily. 


"As different a bunch as they are, | must say, I've missed them quite a bit," said Ray. "They make it very 


interesting here." 
And interesting it soon was, as it only took an hour for the Bouchard brothers to emerge, chasing each other 
up and down the hallway as though their feet were truly on fire, fighting non-stop in a harmless sense before 


the sun was fully up. 


Ray was there to intercept the others on a less wild arrival from the stairwell door. 


Lovely to see you again, my friends!" 


John Lodge found the reunion and excitement all very endearing. Even more when Buck Dharma and Eric Bloom 
threw themselves down on a couch to have a first proper impromptu jam together in over a month -the 
latter laughing far more than he usually did as Buck happily joked around with an untuned guitar. 


Allen Lanier sat back in the lounge in a chair and just watched, waiting to see everything unfold, and to see the 
ones he wanted to find most. He was already aware they likely wouldn't be up for quite a bit longer -they'd 
arrived mere hours after some of them had gone to bed -and resigned to sitting back and having a slow 
morning in the corner, which gave him a peaceful distance and vantage point, but the blissful mental 
stimulation of being directly surrounded again -and able to get a response if he requested it -was something 


he was equally pleased to have. 


"Some place you must have traveled to," Mike remarked with a knowing smile. "If you see fit to tell any tales, 


I've got both ears open to you." 
Allen shrugged as he kicked his feet up on the table casually. 


"It depends on what you suspect the source to be. | have plenty of interesting tales to discuss, though | don't 
think you'd find any pertaining to where we've been for the past month to be so captivating.’ 


"Fair enough, mate." 


While Buck, Joe, Eric, and Albert would all ask for what had happened in their absence -and all cheered when 
they heard from Ray that REO Speedwagon made it through their Colorado storm -Allen enjoyed listening to 
the different perspectives of everything he'd watched and seen, right up through the very last day. He got 
more perspectives as everyone else began slowly waking up over the course of the later morning. Mike and 
Ray's mystical and poetic storytelling, lan Paice's straightforward and to-the-point list of events, Alan 

Gratzer's measured take that considered how he saw things as well as how he suspected each other person 


involved might have seen differently -even Kevin Cronin's dramatic ramble was entertaining. 


The worst of the illness-borne fevers had continued through Friday the Ith, along with dull headaches forming 
the hangovers from the panic that had dictated the day before. But when a tornado warning screeched over 
the radio and dark storm clouds rolled through with roaring wind gusts, Gary Richrath pulled his guitar out, 
entered the sick room, and managed to cajole Neal into jamming with him on his portable keyboard until they 


were effectively distracted from their unpleasant feelings. 


It was a beautiful and rare moment when Kevin followed him in and agreed to sing some of the more obscure 
songs of the Mike Murphy era while they rode the storm out, with the admission he couldn't achieve quite 


the same feel Mike had for some particular tracks. 


Not only had Kevin and Gary fully forgiven each other for the previous day's hurt, but they could agree 
together on wishing Bruce was there while playing the song, "Lost In a Dream" that Bruce had contributed to 


writing a few albums before joining REO. It was a fun jam, but the absence of the bass line screamed through 
the room, accentuated by a bass standing lonely in the closet next to Reb's belongings -presumably belonging 
to the still-absent Kip Winger -and the painfully relevant lyrics to half of those confined to the room. 


As he sometimes did when captivated in the song, which happened twice as fast while under the haze of 
congestion, Neal silently mouthed the lyrics that Gary and Kevin traded off, singing them to himself in his head. 
When his fingers locked into the pattern of the groove well enough that he could let his eyes wander from the 
keys, he found himself glancing to the side of the room, where he connected with Donald's inquisitive gaze 
from his hiding place under the bed. 


‘Lost, lost in a dream; its a dream," Kevin began. 
Gary picked the next line up. “And / think, its some evil scheme." 


It IS a scheme of sorts, Allen thought as he watched over, silently wishing he could be part of the jam. He 
didn't sing often, but could have pulled off Mike's vocal sound. Though, he admitted, it was a hopeful sign that 


Kevin was showing more potential to cooperate in wake of the panic. 
"They say that | dont feel, what | feel." 
"But | know that this ain't no game." 


Kevin and Gary seemed to regard each other as they traded lines, and there was a concession Kevin hadn't 
seemed to have in the past. A reluctant admission of some level of denial, and a fear in what they were 


experiencing that his stubborn optimism wasn't sure how to approach. 


"What am |, supposed to lie? That ain't what Im saying." Kevin's wavering vocal tone would never match the 
sassy, talk-style drawl that was Mike's, but as he got into channeling out his concerns through the words 
Mike left behind, the attitude channeled out in his gestures with his body and hands as he shrugged, then 
emphatically waved a thought off. 


"Theyre telling me, that | could be, a little insane," Gary replied, with just a faint glimmer of hurt left in his 
eyes. 


By now, the keyboard line had become more aggressive and heavy on the lyrics. With his practice keyboard set 
up on a chair above where he sat on the floor, Neal was hunched over with his arms stuck straight out from 
his shoulders, and he was pitching himself forward into each chord strike like he was trying to break out of 
yet another impossible snow bank plaguing him in his dreams. 


Gary continued as Kevin forfeited the next line, scrunching his eyes and forcing his words out with the grit of 
frustration 


7 fell myself to PULL MYSELF together again," 


"Cause | ain't been the same," sang Kevin, physically wilting with resignation to compensate for the melodic sigh 


that a drawling-type voice could deliver words in stronger than his own 


He then slid back and leaned against the bed post as Gary and Neal jammed out, with Neal setting a different 
aggressive rhythm on the keys that allowed Gary to take off flying on the frets. 


Still mildly ill, and looking like a person who could have slept for a year straight and still been tired in light of 
whatever was happening in his camp, Don Dokken sat up on the edge of his bunk and looked over Kevin's 


shoulder with a raised eyebrow. 
"A lot of us haven't been quite the same here, kid” 


What a fumy thing fo behold, thought Allen, scribbling some notes in his book. The variation of time in this place. 
h the standard world, Don Dokken would have no place calling Kevin Cronin kid: Kevin is just short of two years his 
senior.. BUT, here, Kevin seems roughly himself from ‘78 or ‘19, and Don has been reliving events from ‘77 A much 
larger age gap than before -perhaps this will make a difference from their past interactions? Or not..? Though, 

considering how much longer he has been here than Kevin.. In lapse, age is even more relative than in our world of 


never fully growing up.. 


"No, we haven't," said Kevin mournfully. "Strangest thing about it -and the part that drives me nuts, to be 
honest -is how similar it sometimes is to what we saw before. It's just the slightest twist that makes it 
different; it might not feel so weird if it was totally different. But it's the second time I've seen something 
almost exactly how it happened -the only difference with this storm was Neal getting trapped, but everything 
down to Gary and | going up before the others to write, and the tension, and-" 


"| get the point. Trust me; I've seen what you're telling me -and then some. And you seem to know more about 
it than you did last year when you were new to it -and more willing to discuss it," Don ceded, seeming to open 
up. "Hey, if makes it easier when you know part of what to expect. Get used to what it's like here, and you can 
predict most of it." 


"I try to ‘roll with the changes'." Kevin forced an uneasy smile. "It's a little hard at first” 


"That's one way, but you can push your own changes too. Sometimes it just sucks, but sometimes it's not so 


bad if you know what to do with what you've seen before." 
"But just with what it was before whatever this is, sometimes you still get taken entirely by surprise?" 


"Yep, and that's where you just have to choose which battles you're going to fight in a ‘dream' -which ones 
you're willing fo, at least. I'm one to fight it, but it works itself out in some other way left alone. When it's a 
surprise, its just as much a risk as old times." Don shrugged. "It only took you seven months, but you guys 
got Neal out of the snow. You're learning it; don't you forget it." 


Kevin regarded Don with a skeptical look, but as the more cautious sophomore than the naive freshman, he 


nodded and backed off rather than arguing over what he struggled to believe. 


Well, THAT is convenient. Maybe Don will open up easier than | thought -F he stays like this Nice of Cronin to 
make himself useful -maybe yesterday scared some sense into him, and he learned something since the night Neal 
told me about. Because Id be hard pressed not to agree if they were ‘telling you' youre insane in this place, Donald 
Fagen thought bitterly as he drilled through the lyrics on his own, settling on a different line that hit home 
more to one just getting their footing in the strange, split world 


| think we're ALL a little insane before dealing with half the shit here.. 


He pondered the eerie relevance of the single, standalone verse that was repeated before a second guitar and 
keyboard jam, and tried to decide if the brevity suited the frank words, or if the song was pleading for more 
information. If it was, then he supposed Gary and Neal had gotten lost in their own jam deep enough to forget 
providing it. Or maybe the other information, questions and answers alike, could not be voiced in words, leaving 


the instrumental jam to try to convey it in their own language. 
Oh well; they did carry it well enough to excuse the questions left behind. 


Questions we're all seeking the answer fo in our own way, Fagen, Allen offered, still in the confines of exile. Indeed, 
| believe Alan Gratzer may have struck a nerve yesterday. We ought to be grateful for any help we get from 


Kevin 


With Reb and Jeff far too sick to perform, Dokken went without a therapeutic jam as a band, but as the faint 
light remaining beneath the storm clouds faded with the hours of the day, Don pondered his lyric book and 
watched out the window, softly murmuring lyrics of the past and hesitating to trust the tiny spark of hope he 
felt that they might make progress soon enough. 


"Will the sun rise when its over? Will the sun rise, will there be a sky..?" 


While Sunday brought another washout, the sun did rise on Saturday when the grip of panic was entirely over. 
With the sun rise, Mick Brown made his return - riding back in on his motorcycle to the lapse location to 


validate Don's hopes, and to tend to rescuing him from his low mood. 


The latter looked hopeful for the first time in a month as he sat up in bed and leaned over for a stiff, but 


sincere embrace with the wild drummer. 


Jeff Pilson's fever had come down enough by Saturday evening that he was lucid, and seemed calm with Mick, 
if still somewhat quiet and uncomfortable following their hard heart-to-heart. He and Reb kept each other 
company while they remained confined to the bedroom to prevent as many others from getting sick as 


possible, and jammed out to their favorite Aerosmith tunes once they were feeling well enough. 


"Think this'll be the way forward?" asked Reb. 


"| don't know. | don't want to get our hopes up too high and say that it's the answer," Jeff admitted, "but | 
have a good feeling, and it's a good starting point. | don't know how it's happened for you, but those usually get 


us somewhere." 


"Well, let's start there and see where we go next." Reb sighed. "It's hard, but.. | want to believe we can make it 


okay.” Is what Kp always tries to make me think. 


Saturday night also gave Donald Fagen a successful mission in his efforts gathering signatures carrying hope 
for Walter Becker. It was an encouraging comeback after losing not only Thursday, but the best opportunity of 
the week that was Friday night. The storms, fever, and panic combined proved too strong to fight with any 


good sense. 


Still, when he fought the much gentler storm under the shield of a torn-up umbrella to get to the post office 
Sunday night, he still had something to show for that missed day. 


Neal Doughty might have chosen to turn further toward rock and roll, but he knew jazz well enough, evidenced 
by his jam with Gary. And with the short note he wrote for Walter -without being asked, and offered under 
the condition ‘only if he wanted it! -Donald silently dubbed him with an honorary "major dude" title, and 


officially decided he'd earned a place in his tight inner-circle. There was one person he could consider safe. 


The demon was still at his door for the time being, but there was now a sturdy deadbolt in place, trustworthy 
of keeping it from creeping too far inside. It left a vaguely less-empty sense of hope when he parted with the 
napkins scrawled with regards that he'd hoarded like treasure through the week at the post office. 


On Sunday, the barriers began breaking down in exile. For the first time in forty-six days, Allen was able to 
reach his own bandmates, pleased with the situation he was set to return to. While none of the others seemed 
aware of what had happened in their exiled time -confirming Allen's suspicion that they'd chosen to sleep 
through most of it rather than attempt to make the most of the time -they were very aware of the length 


of time it had been, and all glad to see each other, despite coming up loopy and drowsy from extended sleep. 


Finally, on Monday, the time they'd been waiting for came, leaving Allen where he was, reconnecting and waiting 


to make the connection he'd anticipated most. 


It wasn't until after noon that the rest of those who were allowed to come down to the lounge willingly 


emerged from the bedrooms. 


Having recovered over the weekend to the occasional cough here and there, Neal came down refreshed and 
hoping to have his first normal week in seven months, if he could make it that far without being caught up in 
something else beyond his wildest dreams. He didn't have a long track record to predict what lay ahead, but he 


had gathered enough reason for concern. 


To Allen's delight, Donald had taken to following Neal whenever he ventured far from the bedroom in the times 


outside of his night trips -or whenever Neal wasn't having to chase him -if with the begrudging excuse of 
having ‘nothing better to do to keep from being bored sick. Whether by coincidence and the passage of time, 
or indeed benefitting from the same like-minded mental stimulation Allen had missed, his physical condition had 
improved drastically over the weekend. Still less recovered than Neal, he caught persistent coughing fits, but 
none were strong enough to leave him gagging and on the verge of tears, and his mind was beginning to clear 


along with his congestion. 


This couldn't have worked out better, Allen mused to himself, as the two arrived while Mike and Ray were 
outside, and while John Lodge tended to Jeff, leaving them to talk alone. 


‘Its been awhile, Allen," Neal quipped, feeling odd but enjoying not being on the receiving end of the remarks 
this time. 


"I haven't been gone nearly as long as you were, Neal. But its good to see you're back too." Allen raised his 


eyebrows and looked down his angular face knowingly with his delivery. 
Or | THOUGHT | wasnt receiving it this time.. Neal thought to himself with a sigh. 
| see Regis opted to leave?" 


"Yeah, just like he left us before, because we weren't getting to the top fast enough for him," said Neal 
sarcastically. "No, | think it's just a sign of the times we're headed for, whatever's coming next. | guess he's 
around somewhere, but isn't crazy enough to stay here in this chaos house. Not that I'm one to talk when I'm 
too lazy to go search for someplace else to stay than where we seem to just end up. | had my fill of that in 
I710, even if we did get a song out of it" 


"I think the chaos here can be quite stimulating." Allen waved his hand carelessly in the air. "They say the 
universe favors entropy. I've never seen anything to suggest otherwise. You can try to control it. Maybe you 
can to a point, if you and everyone else all try hard enough. Not that we don't try. | can't do much if some of 
the others won't try with me." 


"Who are you?" Donald stood back on the last step of the short set descending into the common area, peering 


across the room to Allen with the shelter of the wall, and Neal between himself and the unfamiliar being. 
"That is true, Donald; | suppose you didn't get here until after | was exiled and wouldn't know," Allen mused. 


"Exiled?" This time, Neal was the confused one. "| guess you're gonna tell me that's where you and your 


bandmates have been" 


"It isn't the same thing, but wasn't unlike your time in the snow -and was far from an accident. Since | just 
got out, I'd rather not think about it, but | can tell you some later when I'm less bored of the thought" He 
turned to Donald. “Allen Lanier -keyboardist and guitarist in Blue Oyster Cult” 


"Don't believe I've heard of the band, if my memory serves me right." Donald shrugged disinterestedly. "Maybe 


| heard the name in passing in New York and pictured a bunch like the people over in Barrytown." 


"You might have. We come from Lorg Island Our style is very different from yours, unless you see fit to 
count odd lyrical content as a general attribute. It's fair enough that you don't recognize us -or may have 


been thrown by our manager's fascination with supernatural concepts." 


Donald descended the last step and stood against the wall. "It's fair enough of you to not get indignant about 
it," he retorted, crossing his arms and settling into his hunched stance. "The way some people get all 
righteous'th.. give me a fucking break." 


"| don't think it's you they have the actual problem with, per say," Allen suggested. "There are a lot of people 
who just want to complain, and if they see a chance, whether or not there's really anything wrong, they 


complain because they can" 
P y 


He turned back to Neal. "Speaking of that, Kevin was quite emphatic to say this morning that Gary came down 


sick last night. You can let him know | hope he recuperates soon, the next time you see him." 


"tll tell him," said Neal. "Though if you ask me, it was his own fault for not staying out of the bedroom while 
some of us were deathly sick. We had fun, but you get what you PLAY for." 


"Indeed" Allen sighed. "It was quite the jam session" 


"So, this exile thing or whatever you speak of." Slowly, Donald crept up to stand by Neal and shorten the 
distance between himself and Allen. "Not to ask for a full conversation on it yet when you've made it clear 
you'd rather not talk about it, but | get the sense from what you're saying that you've been aware of what's 
been happening all this'th time. | also get the sense YOU are going to be persistthent enough to make me think 
that HE is easy to deal with." He forcefully pointed at Neal to make his point: 


"Doesn't seem entirely inaccurate from my past experiences with Allen" Neal shrugged. "Not that l'm seeking 


competition" 


I'd rather not, but | won't refuse to give details that are needed to understand what I'm saying. It'd be silly of 


me not to when | have questions of my own to ask" 
"0h?" Neal raised his eyebrows and put his hands on his hips. 


"Think of exile as being right here in this room with everyone else, except it is darkened as though all the 
lights are out. Like the electricity went out in a storm," Allen explained. "You can see others who are not exiled, 
but they are not aware of you being there, and they don't seem to be able to hear anything you can say. It's 
almost as if you have fallen through the ground and are looking in from the outside, and | have the strangest 


idea that that's been done to death for some of us here -certainly for me." 


"If it wasn't for too long, I'd think it would be a satisfying experience to just let the world pass by me." Donald 
seemed unfazed by the idea 


"You can go for it," said Neal. "I've said it once and will again that I've had enough of that. Damn well, that's 


been done to death for me, Allen" 


"It isn't unpleasant at first, at least not until boredom sets in. That is however unlike anything I've seen before 


here, and | have no doubt in my mind that it was intentional" 


Neal's eyes widened. He looked to Donald, pointed to him, and Donald pointed back, before turning his finger 


toward Allen and looked him over with mild scrutiny. 


"What do you think of whatever the hell this place is then? Because that doesn't sound unlike a certain 
conversation Neal and | had just a few days ago, and if what you're saying is true, | don't think itd be too hard 
to guess why. IF you get past the thought of it being insane as everything else here." 


"Care to sit down and talk it over?" Allen loosely motioned to the couches and tables with chairs in the 


common area -all of which were vacant. 


Donald slid a chair out from the table he stood beside and lowered himself down whilst maintaining weary eye 


contact. 


| tried to speak to some of you recently," Allen offered, "however, it seemed that neither of the two of you 
got the message, if anyone did. It would be unlikely in exile, despite how hard one might try when bored enough 
-which | doubt | need to assure either of you as to how hard that could be. There was one time that may 
have been different though. Correct me if I'm wrong, Neal, that | might have broken through your fever 
dream last Thursday -of which | won't repeat the details. If | did, it seemed like | might have startled you. | 
should say that wasn't my intention, | apologize if it might have exacerbated anything." 


The abashed look of someone having been caught in a private moment briefly came over Neal, before he hid it 
behind his typical dour expression, and Donald shot him a demanding side-eye. 


He KNOWS something about what was happening -for sure. That's not something he could have heard from 
someone else and repeated. Id hear his words with caution until we know his intentions, but maybe he can offer us 


what Dokken and Pinder might not. 


‘I'd like to say ‘thank goodness that's all that was'," said Neal dryly as he took another chair, "but I'm not sure 


how comforting an answer that is in of itself with the state | was in that day." 


Almost as if prompted, Donald broke into a dry coughing fit. Allen looked on with a bemused expression, waiting 
to speak once the noise settled, and Neal reached over and delivered a single, hard slap between his shoulder 


blades that seemed to knock the fit into submission. 


‘Ive seen a few things, but | tend to appreciate a bit of privacy myself. I'm not planning to tell anyone about 
what you'd rather | not. Rest assured, while | did document quite a few events | saw as noteworthy to how 


strange this place is, none of those were detailed." 


Donald maintained as stern a look as one could while trying to stifle nagging, residual coughs. "How long have 


you been dealing with the crapshoot here?" he rasped. 


"June of 2017. I'm coming up on two years. Two years, and I've dealt with five events so far. I'd say I've done 
well, if you prefer staying in lapse to an event, or if you don't consider | was rendered entirely out of my mind 
the first time | arrived. Though, that's subjective to the experience, | suppose. I've heard that not all have had 
a bad start." 


"Must be nice," Neal and Donald said in unison, before turning to each other in a double-take. 


‘Sure it must," said Allen. "Great minds think alike, but they have to be strong enough to fight being controlled 


once you're aware of it" 


"Seems to me you're certain somebody's got the reins when we're thrown into events, and maybe has some 
influence here too." Neal shook off his previous surprise and perked up. "I know you've had a lot more time to 
hang out in lapse than Don and look at it from this perspective, and assuming you weren't stationary in exile, 


since you seemed to have done a lot of snooping around.” 


Allen looked to Neal without a word for a moment, staring him down just long enough for both him and Donald 


to become apprehensive. 


Then he grinned to show off frightening malocclusion -his eye teeth overlapped and stuck out beyond his 


incisors like fangs! -and gave way to a low, sinister, wheezy chuckle. 


"Mind control and possession is just something that happens in supernatural tales and science fiction movies, 
right? At least that's what Sandy always thought when he'd write up our band's concept stories before the 
split -for all | know, its undeniably real somewhere here with everything else. Life as we don't know it, and 

anything seems it could happen. | never thought | would one day truly be a Veteran of the Psychic Wars. It's 
interesting how life works out though -even in life as we usually know it. Sometimes you realize a song that 


your partner's wrote predicted what happens to you later without trying.’ 


Donald scoffed. "Oh, sure enough. Just ask about some of the lyrics Walter wrote and how | see them now 
compared to then Don't go on about what we know, but with life as we DON'T know it. By that with concepts, 
are you saying that what we write has'th something to do with what happens here?" 


"I think it depends on the situation," said Allen. "I haven't seen too many others where it's lined up for me yet. 
Now, Eric and Buck can beg to differ with the arrival they had, and Mike Pinder sure has stories for you if 
you want to hear about how that might happen in a literal sense. More often, | think lyrics have minor 


influence, but anything in writing as a whole is everything.’ 


‘Any written documentation," repeated Donald. 


| have no doubt after my time in exile going anywhere | chose undetected," said Alan. "| happened upon a tablet 
of written documents with titles of information, attempted to touch it when the one for Dokken and Winger lay 
open, and it shut down. Five days later, it seemed none of them had gotten anywhere -and | wouldn't think to 
call it a coincidence when | saw other files in a list to the side for plenty of others here. | certainly saw REO 


Speedwagon beneath it -and that was one of the few remaining when it came back." 
"Say, if you remember where this'th happened, and you tried to track down who-?" 


"Wait a minute. Just, wait a minute.." Neal held his hands up, visibly tensed his shoulders, and as he spoke his 
next words, he steadily leaned further forward at his hips in Alan's direction The further he leaned, the louder 


his voice grew. 


‘lm pretty sure | heard that correctly, but | hope I'm wrong. Youre felling ME you got everyone here stuck 
even LONGER?!" 


Donald flinched and pushed his chair away from Neal while staring him down 


As he'd already poked fun at Neal in their five short days of knowing each other, he was well aware that Neal 
held quite a bit of nerve -and a lot of energy to bring it out when he chose. However, he'd had yet to see 
such an outburst from the smaller, dour-faced keyboardist, and it almost struck him as out of character, for 


not having anticipated it. 


"| didn't cause you to be stuck any longer," offered Allen. "If anything, | held back competing traffic to you 
getting out of the snow, because you were out the very next week after Gregg sat here for two solid weeks. 


And it had been a good amount of time since Donald was out of New York" 


"Didn't expect you to get cheeky, but | guess that would be an even favor to return to you," Neal muttered. 
"Fair. Thanks for that, Allen, but now we need to make it right for everyone else before they lose their tracks. 
It's good information, and maybe -just maybe, we can follow it to finding other clues, but we cannot risk 


touching those electronic files again." 

"| can't say it made much difference being out of New York, aside from less people staring me down on the 
streets. However.” Donald held up a hand and rose from his chair to stand poised run at any moment he saw 
fit. "| only hope that | don't actually need to say this. Not a word about this ‘wipeout to Don Dokken, Reb, or 
anyone in that camp until they get themselves righted, do you get me? Not one word!" 

"Don's just starting to open back up again, and Reb's already a bundle of nerves," Neal added. 


Allen sighed. 


"I knew it was a matter of time before one of you started copping an attitude. That's alright though, | knew 
what | was getting myself into. You could say l'm a little insane for that -and for some of the other moments 
I've had here, but I'm not insane enough to tell them about screwing up if | mention seeing the tablet as 
evidence. Besides that, if | recall correctly, the two of you wanted to speak to Don -which now is quite the 
opportune time, as he seems to be getting some of his fighting spirit back -| should leave that part up to you 


and focus myself on the less obvious ones." 


"He'll go after Don, and I'll go after Mike," said Neal. "That's what we planned. Possibly more, since this weekend 


threw some of us for a loop." 


"I saw -unfortunately felt it too, as exile didn't detach me that far. | question if the keeper of the files did not 


have some unintended influence over that. Did you by chance notice it felt different from other meltdowns?" 


"Aside from my big meltdown that ended up spawning H infidelity, I'd say so," Neal offered. "If you mean feeling 
like there wasn't a way to try getting a handle on it for awhile. For once, | might recommend asking Alan and 
Kevin. Alan said KC -actually, l'm not gonna repeat it, even though he wouldn't keep his mouth shut if it was 


one of us and he saw it" 


"You don't need to. | saw that too," said Allen, turning to Donald's disconcerted stare. "I won't ask about you in 


that day unless you choose to share, and | don't expect you will” 


"Damn right, and get your head examined if you ever do, because then you HAVE gone far beyond whatever 


induced insanity we have a bats chance in hell of controlling." 
Neal smirked subtly. 


"| guess it's lucky | don't, because contrapositive logic to that, we all do have a chance of controlling it, and its 
time we had some leave" Allen fixed Donald with a thoughtful glance. "I thought you looked like you had 


something else you wanted to ask from me?" 


| need to know what you know from all your time here," said Donald. "Anything you can tell me. And don't go 
expecting me to chase'th down whatever the hell you think | should until you tell me at least a good piece of 
your mind, and everything you did to find it. I'm only interested because | want answers and some control in 


this too, and | have to be able to trust you with good reason for it" 

Allen peered over the top rim of his rounded glasses as he regarded the request. 

"You would probably find some if the answers in time yourself. I'd be willing to bet you'd find them sooner 
than | did -you're certainly capable. But why delay a strong mind with enough caution to not be readily led 


astray?" 


He then reached inside his jacket and pulled out a tattered notebook, bound in faded covers of textured, navy 
blue vinyl. At one time, it had undoubtedly looked very neat and professional, but it too had been thrown from 


its usual dignified state in the confusion and chaos that was the split world 


"This is a collection of sorts. Everything relating to the subject of where we are now and defining it. Perhaps 
both of you would benefit from taking a look through it for the sake of knowing what we already are aware of 
in common, It would be far more efficient for you to read anything further and ask me for clarification on 
what you do not understand than to sit here and each tell our every experience and realization here ad 


nauseam.” 


Donald startled as Allen suddenly placed the book in his hand. He held it in his fingertips and stared at it with 


excess caution -almost as if it would explode. 
"The two of you are not the only ones here | plan to share it with, though you are the first, and | will have 
control over who. All our efforts could be destroyed should it fall into the wrong hands, so | ask that the two 


of you look through it in a safe, secluded place. Your bedrooms are not private enough." 


“There are a few places outside where hardly anyone goes," Donald muttered, looking to Neal. "Of course, you'd 
be a fool to go out there in all that muck now." 


"| think | know a place inside here that Mike mentioned,” said Neal. "Let's hope | can find it -and that it's not 
locked" 


"Mike is correct," said Allen. "And while you will not get stuck in that place as | was stuck with my own 
bandmates, | probably owe you a warning that the environment isn't much different.” 


He reached behind the couch and pulled out the battery-powered lantern he'd carried for over a month, and 
handed it over, along with a key from his pocket. 


"This should be what you need. First floor -just around the bend of the hallway from here. While you look, | 
will see that my own have not gotten up to too much trouble already." Allen stood up then and stalked off. 


"He's a strange character," Donald remarked. "Not that | haven't heard the same thing." 


"You and | have probably been told enough times to bleed from the ears. Let's go find this place." Neal jumped 
off and took off in his odd, fast-gait. 


"You know," said Donald, catching up to him, "You said Gary changed the name of one of those songs last 


minute to ‘Take it On the Run’ on his own decision, but being around you for a week, | could beg to differ" 


Neal snorted. "Never thought of it that way, but | wouldn't put it past him. He got into the band chasing our 
car with his guitar every day until we let him try out." 


He stopped in front of a blank, closet door, which was wider than most others. "This has gotta be it." 


"| get the strangest sense we're getting up to trouble," said Donald. "Which is most of the time, so it probably 
is. I'll just hope its ‘good trouble’ as you call it. You wanted it on Thursday -you're gonna get it now." 


"Oh, I'm sure | am. And if it floats the boat, itll have to do. One thing's for sure; we're not gonna be bored 
with Allen around" Neal turned the lock and pushed the door open. 


| would agree, but your confidence throws me." Donald switched the lantern on and held it up, illuminating the 


room. 
Neal ducked past him through the doorway and took a look. 


To the left, there were several storage cabinets and racks of supplies to the building. To the right was a desk, 
and strangely enough, an electric keyboard tucked behind the door. 


| can't decide whether to thank him for giving us access here, or to chew him out for not telling us about it 


when | was here before going to Colorado," he muttered. 

"It doesn't do me much good with the writer's block" Donald took a cautious look down the hallway to see the 
coast clear, and closed the door behind them. "Oh well -if a miracle strikes overnight and tomorrow's a cold 
day in hell, it's here.” 

Neal pulled the notebook from the inside of his own jacket and placed it down on the surface of the keyboard, 
which stayed silent with the power switch off, but still felt far more a welcoming work surface than the desk. 
Then, settling down on one end of the piano bench, he motioned to the book and looked over his shoulder. 

"I'm nearly as green in the horns as you are here, so it doesn't matter much. You want the honors?" 

Gingerly, Donald placed the lantern down on the corner of the piano top and sat down beside Neal. 


"Why the hell not?" 


He flipped open the cover, to the first page dated to July of 2017 and shifted the notebook so that the page 
was centered between them and in the path of the light as they began to travel through Allen's war stories. 


The Pretzel Logic of a Catch-22 
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With a bit of luck, this will hopefully be the hardest chapter I'll have to do on this story! We'll see how fast 
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Neal Doughty told me not to start off with a disclaimer. (Quote: "There's no NEED when Allen protects this as 
well as he does.") And he's probably night 


But damn it, it feels good It feels good to create a verbal shield to at least think that | fried to cover my ass 
when my mind is plagued with this paranoia shit. So tough shit. Or whatever the hell Neal says. ‘Tough noogs'? 
Sounds pretty stupid, you know. Being less direct, | could say it strikes as more sarcastic. Dare | say it's 
growing on me? Forget about it. Its more likely l'm bored to tears with what's in my own head -whatever of it 
that hasn't twisted back around on me to wreak havoc -as Lanier described in his entry from a week ago, and 
its just something different. Whatever. Tough noogs, Neal. I'm all for this getting up to ‘good trouble thing you 


mention, but l'm doing it my own way. 


So to be frank, I'm not exactly thrilled with leaving evidence in physical writing (particularly under pressure 
from Lanier to add to his singular collection) for somebody to possibly track down later. Perhaps the wrong 
person. And maybe it's where in time my state of mind is standing. But not only did | retreat to the hideout to 
add my confessions to this compilation, | asked Neal to sit in the hallway and stand guard too. 


[l'm thankful enough if | can merely consider trusting anyone without committing to it, but | haven't found a 
reason to doubt my decision on him yer: He's had plenty of experience coping with demons on his doorstep, or 
as his dialect goes, riding out storms. Whatever. We understand enough, because he's sitting with his back to 


the door on the other side right now, without requesting a reason. 


He doesn't click with me the way Walter did, and won't ever come close, but his madness is compatible enough 
to run for with mine. And he's making this strange, lapsing split world bearable. Perhaps even amusing at times. 
So, Neal, thank you for that (| might as well say that here, because | KNOW you're going to snoop through 
what | wrote the next time you get ahold of this notebook at Lanier's request. Don't pretend you DIDN'T when 


you talk to me later] 


For the above reasons, if this collection of evidence does get in the wrong hands, | don't know who'll be 
answering to Lanier for it, but don't look at me. | did my part, and | took extra precaution on my own for my 


own reasons too. 


Now that THAT is over, the rest of this is for whoever the hell Lanier has been referring to -for all I've seen 
so far, it could be one, or any other number. | guess if he sees fit to let you see with his guarded measures, | 
can stand to let you in on my own thoughts too, as much as I'd rather NOT. 


It is indeed a wonderfully thorough collection of evidence he allowed us to look through yesterday -and invited 
us to add to today. All logical patterns are listed, with all the possible ways they connect. Even prior to his 

detailed pondering from his time in exile -with careful consideration as to which details to share and which to 
leave out -he has confirmed everything Neal and | discussed in our short time together with listed proof, and 


given a number of further considerations to build on. 
This Allen Lanier fellow. He terrifies me. 


He has a brillant mind. 


His writing is telling of that beyond our earlier encounter. | find him to be much more articulate in writing 
than he is in speech. 


Then, aren't we all to some point? (Not counting those who see fit to scribble whatever comes to mind with no 


direction or refinement, but those who seek to use the art of writing to their advantage instead) 


Speaking isn't unlike performing. You're on the spot before the world's judgement, and you have ONE chance to 
get it right. Even those with the most sharp wit admittedly have times we still believe we could have 
articulated better (no comment on the opinion of the performance itself; that's a subjective matter). It can be 


surprisingly terrifying, no matter how talented whoever's doing it is. 


Writing is like being in the studio. There is time to think through the most effective way of conveying the 
message. Those who take enough of a professional approach and have pride in what they do can edit all that is 
necessary, rewrite as many sections as many times as seen fit. If it seems to deserve to be dubbed ‘stinko’, 
its not impossible to scrap and overhaul from scratch, or leave it out of any official release. Unless anyone 
decides to go through with it for something to laugh at, like a filler song, and later look back and tuck their 
tails between their legs as they ask themselves what they were thinking. Sucks for them then. Garbage in, 
garbage out. ("You get what you play for?" Damn right, you do. That's one | can get on with. | probably will for 
this later.) 


It's curious of Allen to mention this so-called writing tablet (one of those larger rectangular screens -the ones 
that some people took to staring at continuously like the brain-dead in the ‘standard world’ before my recent 
split?) The time which the documents got wiped out WAS suspiciously around the time some people here began 


to look as if they were trying to drive their heads though a brick wall, thick as they are tall. 


If the events that take place in this so-called split world are driven by writing as suspected, what can we 
imply about our controller from my experience put together with Allen and Neal? How often are these events 


written over and over before they are complete? 


I'd settle to say its my paranoid state of mind, but it chills my spine to see it stated outside my own internal 
pondering that keeping much of life here consistent to standard reality is a method of maintaining power. We 
could say it's not paranoia at all; 'D say it sounds logical enough. And | regret to have to offer of our 
controller; they cant be ENTIRELY brain dead from however long they spend staring upon their screen that 
may be the very control panel of our lives for the accuracies they have kept. (For as much time as we spend 
trapped in lapse, | suppose they haven't forgotten to wake up and live their own fucking life when they're not 
asserting full control). OF course, they could do far better -not that anyone HERE knows whatever the hell 
breaks away from the events of standard life by design to define THIS world 


This begs the question as to how long such "events" are dragged out to get everything as they wish it to be 
-or whatever the hell it is they perceive to be ‘right.. to which everyone else here should be glad | am not 
the one in control. The seven month wait for perfection Neal endured might just end up typical for everyone - 
if not longer. Or not, because I'd probably just try to get it right in the first few tries. Either that, or find 
someone else who COULD get it right soon enough without a problem if it went on past the month | spent in 


New York for my event. 


Say, what would you suppose as to whether this dragging out of events poses an advantage or complication for 
trying to assert some control here? Our controller is stubborn and aware enough that they'll fight and take as 
much time to see the event to their definition of perfection | have no doubts. But | suppose it also gives us 
more time to attempt fighting, for whatever the hell it's worth. Maybe with enough time and strength, we can 
give our controller a taste of his or her own medicine -control the thoughts behind these events, and convince 
them that what we want to have happen will better perfect the timeline of whatever happens. Force them to 
form the take that we wish to see. 


And about that timeline, to speak of the subject. 


Its 2019. Lanier should not be here, and neither should Walt, yet it's like 1984 all over again, and they both 
should be here. However, if it is 1984, Walt cannot be here as long as | am here -if everything is occurring in 


accordance to how it did in ‘84. Wherever state Walt would be in at that time. 


Unless he's living some different time period. Because in this split, he might not be in the same time. I'm in 
1984. Don Dokken and his group are in ‘99. Lanier said he's in ‘14, if he still is where he was the last entry he 
mentioned it. And if Kip Winger is supposedly having an experience in ‘89 with whoever this ‘Jon Bon Jovi' is (| 
hear the name a lot back in New Jersey, sue me if you think it's a crime | haven't seen fit to look into it) 
while Reb Beach has made it hard to not know that a decade later, Kip was in the shadows after facing 
multiple tragedies, then Lanier is right For all of us to be in different times, Walter could be detoxing in Hawaii 


right now, but he might NOT be either. 


(Are you looking for the satisfaction of hearing me say ‘| don't know? I'll highly recommend myself as an 
opponent to that game, for the satisfaction of seeing you make a bigger fool of yourself) 


It isn't a possibility | haven't feared, but denial and hope are powerful forces, aren't they? They perhaps have 
more control over anyone in this world they choose to latch onto than any mastermind could, and they were 
there before any split ever happened. (If you think they weren't, you should think of however the hell YOU are 
going to fight the former. Good luck, because its harder than I'd like to say it is, and you're not getting any 
help from me on that when | have my own fight to take.) 


But forget that for now. This is an alternate reality. It shouldn't have to follow life as everyone knows it. While 
it often does, clear enough to even the newest of ‘greenhorns' here, sometimes it does not. As of now, without 
further consultation with others, it appears to me that it is anyone's guess as to what will and won't end up 


the same. 


| suspect there's a catch to trying to fight for control, and a strategy that isn't exactly consistent to push 
for whatever control we can get. We can fight to change the course of the event we see, but if it takes 
thought from our controller, it would be foo fucking easy to not take as much strategy from all involved each 


to counter their influence on us. 


From a later conversation with Lanier, without much forward strategizing to make the single chance count, it 
appears to me that the majority of experiences follow life as we know it, as long as we don't realize the 

similarity, or have a plan to perfect it. Once we have a solid plan to perfect things in hindsight, and we try to 
implement it, it no longer follows life as we know it, and becomes life as we DON'T know it. Thus, we no longer 


know what is to come, and have just as little control over what lies ahead as before. 


"That's some catch, that Catch-22" 


„0h, perhaps you think THAT'S funny, do you? 
You worthless idiot 


It only goes to show your lack of capacity to understand the contradictory, twisted logic that comes with such 
a thing. Not that you've necessarily experienced it as such, or thought through a strategy that has the 
slightest chance of jumping through all the interlocking hoops that are worth trying for -because whatever 
Don Dokken meant, he IS right, and | have no disclaimer to offer to that. You're all set to run forward as if 


none of them are there, only to get caught up immediately. 


And yet, | stay here just the same, locked in the Catch-22 of my existence in whatever the hell kind of world 


I've been welcomed to. 


(To be continued) 


t Makes Me Feel Better, tm Not the Only One 


Author's Notes: 

Quick one, as Neal says, there's no reason for him to repeat the thoughts he has that have already been said. 
References are from Blue Oyster Cult fics "Imperfect Water" and "Full Of It" with regards to Neal mentioning 
their antics. "Waiting for the Thaw Out" is Neal's second experience. Drew inspiration from the lyrics of REO's 
song, "I'm Feeling Good" -which isn't one of my favorites, but it works well with the fiction theme, and Neal co- 


wrote it. Next time is back to the action.. 


4/24 


Log Entry Author -NEAL DOUGHTY 


Well, I'd say Allen's writings so far gave me a lot of mixed feelings. 
| can definitely relate to a lot of his confusion and suspicion in his earliest writings. 


Some of the things he said confused me more at first -| guess that's a veteran-sophomore difference thing. 
Thankfully, his more recent explanations were very clear, and answered most of my questions -I guess he 
answered them as he found the answers out for himself. Had he been any more detailed, it would have been 
like one of Kevin's rambles, minus the showboating. Which, what can | say -we still love him, even if we do 
have to rein him in at times. Or, try in vain to rein him in. Sometimes we can, and we've gotten pretty good at 
it -twice now. But sometimes we just can't, and maybe our controller is the same way. | guess that's part of 
what we're trying to find out.. And there's no need for me to repeat whatever | think that's already been said. 


Some of Allen's experiences between lapse and events surprised me. Quite a few made me feel relieved, 
actually. Of the things I've seen in my two major event experiences, | feel better about some of the things 
that happened this last time, considering they could have been a lot worse. Though | should mention | can't say 
the same for the first time. None of those guys seem to have had to deal with the heavy emotional stuff yet 
-for which they should be glad. 


Really sucks for you if you arrive in one of your lowest points. Not that l'm alone in that either just because 


Allen didn't. 


[You're welcome, Donald -and thank you for giving me a laugh. It's not every day l'm the one on the receiving 
end of ‘tough noogs’, nor is it that | have someone stubborn enough to give me a challenge. Nice change of 
pace. (Well, | could make a case for Kevin, but he's a different breed of stubborn that gets upset too quick for 
it to be any fun when he really digs his heels in)] 


Since the disclaimer trend has been set, if anyone's wondering, | chose to go back and write my thoughts just 
after midnight (not entirely by choice, but it's not my fault that Bruce isn't here, and that with Gary sick and 
Kevin seeming to be headed that way, Alan (Gratzer) needs some help. He could also use a reminder that he's 
a drummer, not nurse Florence Nghtengalan on a twelve-hour shift) That said, Donald is making his rounds in 
town right now, so he is not guarding the door. However, Allen is here, and | asked if he would, so | have 
someone on the lookout for me for added caution too. And YES, | clearly looked through, and | don't deny it at 


all. 


All things considered, actually (surprise, surprise), /m feeling good right about now, and l'm not looking for that 
to change any sooner than it inevitably will, so the few things | have to say of note from my first experience 
are going to have to wait for another time. As hard as it as it might be to believe after seven months and 

being pretty sick of it, | guess I'd rather talk about this last experience. And from it, | can say | (sadly) know a 


subdued form of the wild bandmate problem Allen has experienced More or less. 


Strangely enough, | was hoping the way my bandmates tended to my hypothermia between their excessive 
fawning over me and childlike joking around could just be never mentioned again and left alone to be forgotten 
Maybe the rest of the night and living out the writing process of ‘Ridin the Storm Out could overpower it. 
But, | guess if what Allen said about screwing with the tablet was true, there's probably a document out 
there somewhere in cyberspace for the whole world to find. Which | suspect tells everything as it happened 
when | was in Colorado for seven months -including the details after | was rescued from the snowbank which 


I'd rather not remember. 
That's just a httle bit embarrassing. Just a little. 


Oh well. | guess they cared enough to not just throw me under a lukewarm shower unconscious and leave me 
there. Nice to know. And if that document had been wiped out too, | could still be in the snow, and Regis could 
still be here and stuck in lapse. Could be worse, right? 


I'd think it could probably be a heck of a lot better if we know how to make it work out. 


That's alright though, their induced insanity wasn't much worse than their typical knuckle-headed moments 
from back in the day (again, sadly -but nobody poured gravel in a suitcase or had a fight throwing wet, dirty 
clothes around. Eric has my sympathy, though it makes me feel better. l'm not the only one -all the more 
reason why we should all be in this together) 


l'm not going to object or try to stop them from having their own share of embarrassment if it comes their 
way. Of course, if | don't object to it and full control requires cooperation from everyone involved, then 
ultimately, none of us can really take true control of the event and have it happen as we would choose to. I'd 
have to let myself be subjected to whatever might come in those cases to let them experience it, regardless 
of whether or not I'm spared from the insanity, which.. 


„hmm. Looks like | have my own little Catch-22 too. All or nothing, and it's pretty hard to get both to work 


out at once. 


Not that | actually want to rig the system against my bandmates -contrary to the jerk | sometimes come 
across as, l'm not that evil -but if it applies there, who says it doesn't apply to anything -and everything - 
else? 


Guess | ought to think that one through before going on about it. For now, we'll keep on rolling with this 
operation. We'll see what Mike and Don have to say -with whoever else Allen recommends seeing. And while | 


have a couple | suspect he'll chase after, something else tells me he'll have some surprises for us too. 


(To be continued) 


April 25th, 2019: In Search of the Path Lost Within the 
Mind 


Author's Notes: 

Humor and crackfic on both ends of a more serious conversation to bring this out of hiatus! Note the nature 
of fics that are canceled as unposted WIPS as opposed to discontinued ones that have already been posted. All 
my Moody Blues stories were referenced ("The Lost Chords" of course, "Mellotron Madness" with Graeme 
being gross, "Just a Drummer", and "Too Good to Forget" -which | wrote the night that my grandfather died - 
hence the external "grief" feeling Graeme experienced) Lots of song titles and lyrics hidden about too. As for 
the less serious parts.. well, there's some symbolic Easter eggs scattered in those too. Even as crackfic, it's 
not just to make this funny or a little more interesting. Nobody's a hundred percent from the previous week, 
but for the most part everyone's on their way to getting better. Fagen's still literally held hostage by paranoia 
(and wondering how the hell he got himself into the situation he's trapped in here), but maybe he's starting to 
get his edges back. It's been awhile since we've heard from Allen Lanier -he'll be giving an update with his 


thoughts the next time I'm back here. 


4/25/19 
A week had since passed from the dreadful day that had been April I8th, 2019. 


Things were far from perfect. Illness was still making the rounds, all still remained stuck in lapse, and full order 


had yet to be restored 


However, things were looking to be on the right path with Blue Oyster Cult being back and slowly beginning to 
fall back into their places. Buck, Eric, and Allen had gotten some good rest while Ray stayed up having fun with 
the Bouchard brothers the previous night, and waking up refreshed, they were making strides in getting settled 
up on the seventh floor. 


And while his bandmates were now suffering the plague of the past week, seeing that he felt normal himself, 
rather than wracked with inexplicable panic, Neal Doughty was determined to make the most of it when he saw 
the chance. 


He found it in the last place he would have expected 


While Ray caught up on sleep, Mike Pinder had accompanied John Lodge for the morning and through the early 
afternoon. They'd found themselves assisting Gary Richrath in tending to a dangerously feverish Kevin Cronin 


Having finally succumbed to sickness a week after Reb and Jeff, and three days after Gary, Kevin was aching 


and delirious. Dousing him under a cold shower hadn't done much to make him feel better after lowering his 


temperature. In the changing area outside the showers, he had to sit for awhile with ice bags tucked 
underneath his thin clothing before returning to bed to keep from rapidly spiking his fever back up and 
throwing him into shock. Staying within the reaches of the warm steam from the showers was all Gary and 
Alan had come up with to keep the holdover from being pure torture, but Kevin had become so frantic at the 
start of the process that Mike and John had stayed to help comfort him until his fever came down enough 
that he was semi-aware. 


His thick, untamable hair had formed a frizzy, dark mass of loose, irregular curls from drying in the humidity, 
that seemed to swallow him whole from behind. Barely an inch of his face was visible while he now leaned into 
Gary, who was monitoring his fever through the wait. John spoke softly to him to maintain the sense of calm 


they'd managed to achieve. 


"Usually, | do worse than he does, but he definitely went down harder this time." Gary looked at the 
thermometer and frowned. "All this to get him down to IOl, and I've barely broken that, if | even have at my 
worst" He sniffled against the congestion that remained after the sensation of having cotton stuffed in his 
head dropped down to his chest. 


"He got it like | did" Jeff Pilson emerged from the shower, having dried off and gotten dressed before leaving 
the stalls. His towel hung over his shoulders to protect his t-shirt from his wet hair. "That's pretty much as 


low as you'll be able to get it, as much as it sucks." 


| guess we were as doomed to get sick as Neal was, because we went out after him. KC tried to run out in 
the storm without a coat and shoes at first too, but I'm not gonna jump to say thats why he's feeling so 
much worse when we don't know that." 


Gary looked a bit sheepish with the latter part of the statement, knowing full well that he'd had a fight with 
Kevin over that, and had gone as far to make a remark on not wanting him to ever do something stupid that 


could very well get him killed again. 


It had only been for emphasis. He hadn't wanted to suggest Kevin would get so terribly sick, and hindsight made 
him feel like it looked otherwise. 


"Yeah, yeah." Jeff nodded eagerly. "That could have done it, but being in Southern California when | got it -you 
can definitely get it without being in the cold" 


"Well, lucky for him, he's only a little less hyper than you are, Jeff. He's got enough energy to bounce back 
quick, since he's sure not going through what you're toughing out:" Gary offered an understanding nod. 


Visibly dropping guard, Jeff sank down on the bench between Gary and John. 


"Well, this part of it, | went through before; I'll survive it again, as much as l'd rather not go through it. It's 
not like when George attacked me, with that being such a shock" 


“Still, ‘s-hard," Kevin strained, before dissolving into a coughing fit that jerked his shoulders back. He managed 
to stop it just before reaching gag-inducing strength. 


"Aw, man. That stuffs the worst." Jeff frowned. 


"Like | said, he'll survive it and bounce back quick. Just doesn't like to stop talking, so he's probably gonna take 
longer to get past the sore throat. But that's okay." Gary hugged Kevin to his chest and rubbed his back 


soothingly as another bout of shivering overtook him. 


"In the 80s, they used to like to have photo shoots in multiple-occupancy bathrooms like these, silly as it was," 
said Jeff, getting a look at Kevin's fluffy curls, blushed cheeks, and the spaced-out look in his watery eyes 
that well-mimicked the effect of any combination of drugs commonly used in the time -some of which they'd 
both been familiar with at one time. He was frying to find something more positive to say than how sick he 
really looked, and if he hadn't been shivering and miserable, dressed up, he could have blended in on any night 
in their past. 


‘Sorry you're not feeling well, Kevin. You look ready for the camera otherwise." 


Kevin whimpered something unintelligible through his scratchy vocal cords before dissolving into another fit of 
wheezy coughs -and this time was strong enough to get him gagging in between, just as the others had the 
week before. His face twisted in agony as he leaned away from Gary just in case, and John reached past Jeff 
to pat his shoulder. 


"Don't strain when it hurts, mate," John soothed. "There, there. Just relax. You don't need to tell us what's 


happening when we've seen it. We'll make sure you've got what you need." 


"He's right," added Mike. "There will be plenty of time for you to say whatever else is on your mind when you 
are well, and with greater ease. And think of what Jeff said. Imagine in your mind what could be here -let your 
delirium carry you away rather than further into what is, and maybe you'll find yourself in a more enjoyable 


place." 


"Just imagine it," said John, looking to Mike and shaking his head sternly -almost as if scolding gently. "You don't 


have to be a mystic as Mike is to achieve escape." 


"Management used to make it a misery sometimes." Gary looked up to Jeff and smiled sadly. "It's a shame. We 
could have gotten up to a lot of fun in here during those photo shoots. Get some water pistols and the hose 
from the handicap shower and have a water fight; use the different stalls as hideouts to run in and out of. Of 


course, we'd probably overwhelm the floor drain and create a lake too." 


"That would be fun," agreed Jeff, lighting up with his enthusiastic grin that had been almost nonexistent over 
the last few months. "Now | really wish we had been able to do that -if it wouldn't have possibly turned into a 
real fight between a couple of my guys. But it'd ruin the hair volume we were expected to have in the day in 


that scene. That's why they'd never let us do that." 


"Yeah, | was lucky with that" Gary chuckled bashfully. He had a mass of golden curls that naturally fluffed out 


on their own, and it had saved him a lot of trouble. 


"Why don't you just keep talking about that big-to-do you had to put up with? All of you are making me half- 
grateful to have missed most of the 80s." 


That was Donald Fagen from around the corner, still in the shower, not having expected a camp to settle 


outside the showers when he went in earlier. 


"To be fair, a lot of our videos were first class crap," offered Jeff. "I'll admit, they probably wouldn't have 
happened if we'd all been entirely sober. At least they were so bad they're funny to look back at. And you can 


come on out here and hang with us even if you weren't a part of that." 


"I think I'll opt to hang with you from where | am when that's the only choice | have, until | have a clear path 
out -when all of you leave," Donald dug. He decided not to clarify what his real problem with all of them being 
there was, partially for the fun of possibly getting a rise out of someone. 


It was almost as if paranoia and boredom had caused the majority of his two-month sickness. He still had an 
occasional dry cough on first lying down at night, but the rest of his illness had gone away between Neal and 
Allen's reappearances. And with the paranoia fading, some of the others were more tolerable than he'd felt 
just a week before. Jeff, for example, was actually quite likable in being reasonable and able to take a joke. His 
nature was just slightly too innocent to fully get on with his own 


As Jeff had, Donald had placed his belongings in reach. He was dressed and able to leave if he wanted to. 
Walking past everyone itself wasn't so daunting as it had been just the week before. Under normal 


circumstances, he might have felt able to. 


However, a certain amount of paranoia remained, and he'd decided that he'd rather not see Kevin staggering 
about with a fever, or hanging limp and deadweight on Gary's shoulder, should it trigger imagined pictures of 


worse things resulting from drugs. 


So he remained trapped in the shower stall, waiting for Alan Gratzer to return from taking his and his 
bandmates’ shower kits back to their room, so that he could help Gary take Kevin back too without having to 
juggle items. 


A moment later, Neal walked in toward the bench, albeit fully dressed, and with no bag or kit suggesting he 


was coming in for a shower. 
Gary met eyes with him. "Anything going on, Trout?" 


"No, nothing much, aside from checking to see that the two of you didn't fall through the shower drain. | had 


to wonder, since you guys came down here nearly an hour ago, but | guess you didn't” 


Gary, John, and Jeff all cracked up, provoking a whine from Kevin, who was feeling very sensitive to noise. The 
echo off the tile of not one, but three laughs -with Gary's giving way to gruff coughing -quickly became too 


much for him. 
‘Oops, guys," warned Jeff, widening his eyes and putting his finger to his lips. "Shhhhh!" 
Mike shushed them too with a much gentler force of the sound. 


‘lm not so sure about Kevin though," said Neal, casting a weary look at his very sick bandmate. "So | figure I'd 


better ask if you need help now that l'm here." 


"No, | think we got it. We're probably good to put Kevin in his bunk here in a second. I'm just waiting for Alan 
to come back from putting everything away so we have free hands -John and Mike said they'd help if the two 
of us couldn't take him." Gary grinned regretfully. "| doubt that'll be a problem though when he's nothing but 


skin and bones." 


"Id appreciate it if you gave them help," Donald suggested from around the corner. "And I'd beg to differ about 
falling through the drain. | think they did fall though, and somehow climbed back up before you got here." 


Gary cracked up again, this time biting his lip to keep his volume controlled. 


"We'd let Neal help instead of Alan, honestly," he chuckled. "Since we'd be out of here and wouldn't feel guilty 
about how long it's held John and Mike up here. The problem is how stubborn Alan is about that" 


"Yeah, you try to get him to take a break in his own HOUSE when we'd all go there to work on songs in the 
early days, and you get the ‘it's my house and you all are my guests’ talk," Neal explained. 


"Well, that confirms'th a lot | suspected of him. I'll wait then and hope he doesn't get distracted by too many 
others who might need him.. if he hasn't already." 


| can help them out, Mike," offered Jeff. "I'm a little weak, but I'm probably not gonna get sick when he got 


the same thing | had. l'm more likely to get sick again from being stuck while I'm sick in an event" 
"Are you sure?" 


Jeff nodded eagerly, before pausing to cough down the inside of his shirt. "| needed some rest, but I'm charged 


up and ready to go for now." 


"Alright then. | suppose | ought to go outside while it's nice then, since it seems Ray stayed up later than he 
ought to have last night, and we're up for another rainy weekend" Mike rose from the bench. "Anyone who's 


feeling well enough is welcome to join me if they might. John, are you coming or good to stay?" 


"lIl stay until they get here. It shouldn't be much longer, so you don't need to worry about me. Jeff and | can 
find something nice to talk about." 


Neal perked up. / quess this is as good a chance as any, 
"You know, | was hardly here for a month before ‘you know what" happened. And I've been sick, or it's been 


throwing down so hard you practically need a boat since | got here, so | haven't really gotten a good look 


around the place." 
Mike beamed. 
"Come along with me then, Neal. Of course I'd be happy to show you around" 


"I have one question before | do -is everyone here gonna survive, or is there gonna be trouble as soon as | 


leave, as usual?" Neal shoot Gary a look, prompting the guitarist to crack up. 


"Trout, we survived a few months, so | sure hope so. We'll try our best, and hope that you try your best not 


to get stuck somewhere we'll have to come get you from again" 

"He'll have help," assured John. "Mike can attest we've developed quite a bit of skill in navigation’ 

"We've gotten ourselves through an interesting predicament before, but I'll make sure he stays safe, wherever 
we go.’ At Mike's word, Neal readily followed him out, and down the hall toward the stairwell and exit, 
wondering just what predicament Mike was referring to. 

"| imagine you've got stories to tell for as long as you were gone," Mike suggested. 

"Not as many as you'd think, but if you twisted my arm just a little harder than normal, you might get 
something out of me." Neal shoved open the door to the outside, immediately getting hit in the face with a 
gust of humid wind, signaling another storm would roll in soon to challenge the one they'd seen the previous 
weekend. 

"Not that I'd appreciate it. It might be uncomfortable playing piano if you did” 

Mike waited until they'd ascended the hill from the exterior door up to the walkway. They were well past the 
tennis courts that Neal had chased Donald past the week before, and close to passing the rest of the sports 
complexes before he spoke again. 

"Well, if its not to do with your time of absence, what is on your mind, mate?" 


"A lot," Neal deadpanned. 


"You don't know where to start?" Mike raised his eyebrows, but spoke with an inflection more like a statement 


than a question. 


"I think it'd be easier if | asked you to start on a particular example. At least that way | might not sit here all 
day trying to explain it all" 


"So I'll probably know by the time I've answered you, | suppose." Mike nodded. "Right on, then, mate. What have 


you got for me?" 


"How many events have you encountered here, after you got the split? Times when you weren't here with 


everyone else." 
"Since we've arrived in the Spring of 2011, you mean?" 


"If that's when you got here, yes. Whenever you aren't hanging out with everyone here -how many different 
things have you seen happen?" 


"The difference between number of ‘events', as we seem to call them, and times I've been between them and 
here is quite different. | suppose you might imagine this from what your bandmates have told you, though it 


seems you did not experience it yourself this last time." 


"Maybe I'll wish | had," Neal mused. He followed Mike through a gap in traffic at a crossing through a traffic 
circle. The main street which they'd come down seemed to narrow as they came upon a quieter section of 
land. A greenhouse stood on the edge of the road, and beside it, a well landscaped garden that seemed to go 


quite a ways back. 


Mike turned to see that Neal had made it across the street behind him. "I suppose that's something you're 


looking to get a sense for by my experiences?" 


"That, and just to know the nature of what you've experienced. How much of it was something new to you, and 


how much of it seemed like a repeat of something from the past?" 


"Ahhh." A knowing grin spread across Mike's features. "I believe | am finding the path lost within you." He 
motioned to the footpath leading into the garden. "Let's take this path for ourselves while | see about guiding 


you toward the answer at the end of your own" 


Sounds like a lyric from one of their songs, or an adaptation of one. Wish | could remember the title -something to 
do with ‘four doors’? | guess HI find out -hopetully. 


Neal snapped out of his thoughts -and flinched his gaze back down from the strings of glowing lights hung in 
the trees forming a canopy over the foot path back -when Mike began his storytelling. 


"The first thing | experienced -and relived, with all five of us together -was using a coat hanger to frantically 
put the tapes back in my mellotron at the Fillmore. Not a fun night for me, and a rather great disappointment 


for us to have our first widely recognized performance in America get upstaged by clips of Bugs Bunny." 
"Which was exactly how it happened the first time too," conjectured Neal. 
‘Exactly how it happened the first time.’ 


"How did the others take it?" 


Mike stopped on the path and fingered a low-hanging branch on a vibrant Eastern Redbud tree in thought. The 
tree was now beginning to put out the characteristic, heart-shaped green leaves in between the fuchsia 


blooms. 


| can only speak for what I've been told, as our roadies encouraged everyone aside from those of us working 
to make the repair to go backstage and keep calm. | did not witness their responses while repairing the 
mellotron. Now, that's not to say that was a bad thing either. Just because | know how to make the repair 
does not mean it is simple, and I'm sure if they were not to obey the command to go backstage, seeing me 
attempt the process might have made them more anxious. It certainly wouldn't have done much for my focus 


on the task either. But as you might imagine, the latter of those commands still only came to a certain point” 


"Not hard to guess a critical malfunction would," agreed Neal. "You'd rather have it happen before going 
onstage -it's pretty hard to cancel once you're already there and trying to perform.” 


"We weren't particularly fond of the idea of calling it quits either -considering what everyone might have 
thought if we did. Our initial public perception wasn't the best, even though we were successful. Justin was 
especially riled up, just as he was the first time. | suppose it didn't make any difference to him that we'd 
managed to bounce back before and very well could again. Having known him, and seeing him here again from 
time to time, | do think he'd react the same even /f he was aware." 


"Or there was a chance he hadn't realized yet, with it happening so soon into the split," Neal added, 


"Or he hadn't realized yet," Mike ceded, "as why | said if he was aware. Even | must admit, it took me a minute 


into the night to come to my senses, as | was quite focused on resolving the problem at hand. 
"In fact, from what I've been told, | believe it was Graeme who first recognized that we were reliving 


something we'd seen before. It seemed to him that if | could do what I'd done once before, we would come out 


of it with the chance to play a few songs and a good performance otherwise." 
Neal looked up toward Mike with interest. 
"Did Graeme mention it to them when he realized?" 


"That he saw it as something from the past?" 


"Or something to that effect" 


"Not at all, actually," said Mike. "We've had a tendency to tease him for being the ridiculous one of us -and 
unfortunately, | once took that too far in anger, twice now -and | suppose in that moment, he preferred to use 
his silliness to diffuse the situation backstage, rather than set himself up if his hunch was wrong." 


"Would Justin have panicked more if he'd been told then?" asked Neal. "He sounds like the high strung one from 


what you're saying." 


"He truly is." Mike nodded with a regretful smile and a chuckle in his voice. "Ah, Jus. There's a reason you don't 
find him sitting comfortably and content with us most of the time. It took him the longest amount of time to 
accept being here, and Graeme sticks with him all the time, attempting to see him lighten up a bit, wherever it 


is he's exploring." 
"I bet you're gonna tell me he tried to do the same thing with him while you were fixing the mellotron" 
"For not having spent much time with us, as you often point out, you've got us figured out quite well, mate." 


Mike suddenly pointed to the left of their path, and Neal smirked as they saw a skittering chipmunk startle a 
frog in the small pond tucked between the mulch beds of emerging spring plants. 


"You could catch me by surprise too," Mike mused as they continued on to a clearing, heading toward a bridge 


over a much larger pond. "Perhaps you shouldn't doubt yourself so." 


Neal srickered to himself as they went over the bridge, thinking of several jokes with unusual connections to 
his own self-doubt and an album title as several koi fish rushed over to the bank of the pond. It left him with 
no doubt -at least that the signs telling visitors not to feed the fish had been ignored plenty. 


"Just ask Bruce about the jokes they've made about that, and about a few other things too. Whenever he gets 


here." 


"Well, to get back on the track of our own joker, most of how Graeme set off the situation was geared toward 
distracting Justin. He told some jokes as to what the tapes coming from my mellotron looked like. | won't tell 
the specifics of Graeme's analogy. It also succeeded in planting a gross image for some of us. I'll have to admit 


though, it did indeed look like ‘spaghetti junction." 


"Considering the sense of humor that sometimes comes up in my band, | think | know where he went with 
that," Neal admitted, with the faintest look of regret in his eyes offsetting his deadpan voice. "Have there been 


other instances of Graeme tending to Justin in events?" 


"One quite significant that was just between the two of them," Mike noted as he led Neal down a set of steps 
to a path lined with taller, less-landscaped wildflowers that would soon be swarming with pollinators. "Walk along 


with me to the next bend, Neal, and I'll tell you about that and quite more." 


As they descended the steps, the fantasy, dream-like atmosphere began to fade, and Neal sensed a similar 
switch coming in the atmosphere of Mike's story-telling. He didn't seem quite as amused by whatever he was 


recalling inside. 


"You said something happened between you and Graeme twice?" Neal prompted, wondering if that was the 


unpleasant thought. 
Once again, Mike seemed to know what Neal had caught onto. "That is actually what | am about to explain 


"It was a stupid fight," he finally began. The downcast tone creeping into his voice seemed to reflect the 
spring-bulb wildflowers around them ~jonquils and tulips -already beginning to fade and shrivel on the edges, 
and leaning over tiredly on their stalks. 


"During the Octave sessions, once we'd come back together at the end of our break through most of the 10s. 
As you can imagine -perhaps from your own experience with leaving and returning mates -we weren't all the 
same as we'd been before. | had a family -a stable one -and | wanted that to last. Mass touring wasn't what | 
wanted anymore, though it was for the others, and at first we decided I'd help write the album. Perhaps 
they'd get a touring member and keep me for the studio, but it was already questionable if that would last as 
they got to know whoever they got better.” 


"That's almost how it was with Alan. Except | think he'd thought it over well enough to know he'd stay torn 
between the road and home unless he left us altogether, and that's what he'd already decided from the 
moment he brought it up." Neal shrugged. "It was hard for him, but Im glad that once he was out, he was at 


peace with his decision" 


"| was at peace with mine too, and | certainly wouldn't choose to stay if | had that part of it to do again -and 
there is a chance | might” Mike closed his eyes resolutely while they stood in an open section of the field at 
the end of the path, meeting the roadway to leave the garden. "It was what happened before it that carried 
with us -and maybe | ought to have left rather than contributing to that one, if it weren't for the album 


deadline. 


"It was tense -they were already searching for a new keyboard player for the tour while we wrote the album. 
And | was working an idea out with Justin one day -we were very strong together with exchanging ideas when 
they clicked together -and Graeme kept trying to nudge in with a separate idea of his own when we were 
focused." 


"And you lost your patience with him," guessed Neal, figuring he already knew plenty well from his own 


experience. 


"Exactly, and in this instance, it really was more the way that | said it than how | really meant it that did the 
damage. Graeme truly is more than just a drummer; despite what | might have said in frustration What would 


we be without his poetry, after all -| couldn't tell you. And even if he was just a drummer, he'd still deserve a 


say, even if it was preferred while not interrupting something else." 


"They can be more without contributing to the music too," Neal added. "Graeme's good at keeping morale up, 
like you said with the mellotron breaking down. Alan didn't write any songs, but he did a lot of the responsible 
stuff nobody else wanted to do while he was with us. We still gave him a hard time though." 


‘I've already seen," Mike mused. "And it's not that Graeme isn't used to us teasing him, but that was different, 
and | did hurt his feelings. With me already on my way out, | suppose it just sped up the process of us drifting 
apart. He's usually forgiving, but | don't know how much he trusted that it wasn't my intention to come off 

that way when | had plans to leave, and one might say there wasn't much point in him forgiving quickly when | 


would be gone soon enough." 


He quickened his pace as they moved onto the sidewalk going down a street that wound around the back of the 
sports complex they'd passed the front of earlier. 


“There's not much to see here, Neal, but when we get to the woodland behind the stadium, we'll have a nice 


hiking path to follow. Are you still up to hearing more and continuing?" 
"IIl follow you wherever. It's hearing anything else you have that I'm interested most in" 


Albeit, that woodland.. Neal suspected it was the same woodland he'd hoped not to have to chase Donald into 
when they'd run out in the rainstorm. Now that there was daylight and clear weather, exploring what was back 


there was more appealing. 


‘Ive got a story that would be nice to tell when we get there. In the meantime, we'll go to a more lighthearted 


instance with Graeme." 
"Is that the time with Justin?" 


"You're quite good and getting better," Mike said, almost teasingly. "By the time | get to the last story, you 
might just be able to predict everything | clue towards, before | say it” 


"Well, how about | try it out, just for kicks?" quipped Neal, feeling some of the walls breaking down. “Justin was 
concerned about something -maybe a little more than anyone else would have been, which is fine, by the way 


-and Graeme was trying to get him to lighten up?" 


"Well, what else could it be?" Mike chuckled. “Every band has at least one who is less relaxed, and it's all 


relative. | only know what Graeme told me of, as nobody else was there." 
"Well, that's the boring part. What are the ‘interesting details’? | guess that's what you'd call them." 


"Jus was simply concerned with moving on to a new recording after Days of Future Passed" Though suggesting 


the concern was small, Mike held a smile in his voice of understanding. "That album was a complete change of 


style for us after wide lack of success, and what came before it was something he found quite emotionally 
distressing. To have immediate success in his own track was very relieving at first, but it left the concern as 
to whether he'd ever be able to top "Nights in White Satin’. | suppose for him to revisit that time, even if just 
for a couple of hours -and from lapse, | saw with Ray that's all it was -brought back a bit of pressure and 
concerns from that time. Of course, we did fine and how successful our future efforts were is up to the 
opinion of the fans, really. | would also think he had some fear that the success would be forgotten -for 
reasons good or bad -and that's all understandable, but as Graeme suggested to him in some way or another, 


does good music ever really die?" 


"Well, depends on how you look at it. The fact a good number are still played on the radio today says a thing 


or two, as well as seeing young fans at concert audiences. | guess that's subjective to each band too, but.” 


"Indeed, most cases to some extent continue to go on, even after those who wrote it are long gone. And, as it 
turns out." 


"some of us are still here," Neal finished. 


"Passed on from the standard world, but still alive here. Perhaps extending our own legends of life to last even 
longer." Mike held up a finger and emphatically gestured with it. "Strangely enough, Graeme brought up feeling 
the sensation of the exact opposite beneath his discussion with Justin" 


Neal frowned. "Death and loss? Over Days of Future Passed, or something else going on then most people 


wouldn't know about?" 


"Ah, not necessarily death, though | would it very well could have been the cause of the feeling. | wouldn't 
know what it was that he actually felt, but as Graeme so mentioned there was the feeling of grieving through 
it. He almost felt as if he was attempting to console Justin for a loss." 


Mike set his hand pensively on Neal's shoulder, bringing the smaller keyboardist to look up as they moved 


forward. 


"It is quite an interesting thought you bring up though, mate, as | had simply thought of Justin mourning the 
end of the album era, which has always seemed strange. While Justin was plenty fearful the first time around, 
and I'm sure he didn't enjoy leaving behind the certainty, he was never distraught about moving on once we 
got into recording h Search of the Lost Chord the first time, and the second time, Graeme said Justin wasn't 
as upset as he couldn't help but feel he was. And sometimes, it seems there are feelings here that come from 


somewhere beyond us all." 
THATS it! Neal all but jumped, seeing the exact opportunity to jump in as Mike touched on one of the exact 
phenomena he'd waited for. He didn't want to knock Mike over, so he managed to restrain himself long enough 


to move further to the side instead, where he stopped in his tracks and turned around to face him. 


"That," he started, "is what I've been wondering about." 


‘| was wondering when I'd catch up to what you were looking for. You are right in it being difficult to describe." 


"Well, you know what l'm talking about, and since | know that now, I'm not even gonna try to explain it. With 
that, do you ever get the strangest feeling that somebody created this split world and is controlling it? 
Particularly when we all have these strange feelings we can't explain -it's just coming to us passively from 


somewhere else?" 
Mike shrugged and lifted his hands up at his sides. 


"Why not? Quite a few say the same is true for the standard world, and regardless of where one might stand 


in that debate, it stands to more reason with anybody here." 
Neal blinked. "| didn't think of that, but that is true..." 


“That's not to place whoever might be behind this on a high level, but there's less evidence of a scientific 
connection. No rhyme or reason to when and how we arrive here first. If it was by age, you would think I'd 
have been here long before Jeff Pilson. Ray was still alive when he arrived here, but Allen Lanier had already 
passed from the standard world." 


"And it seems like our ages don't go in order either while we're here, as far as I've seen," added Neal. 
"Certainly not, and I've seen it myself" 


"Let me ask you this, with everything else, have you ever tried to get some control over it, or managed to go 
against what you thought might happen?" 


| shouldn't say that it was us who thought to try it first. We weren't even attempting to control the event 
for the sake of opposing some other form of control. It was simply encouragement from an old friend to find 
the way through for ourselves. Which then leads me to what we've come to call the journey of ‘the lost 

chords’. Ray and | remember that experience quite fondly. It wasn't like anything we'd seen before, but could 


have fit right in our time." 


"Well, that sounds like one | want to hear about," Neal decided. "Also sounds like a breath of fresh air 


compared to most experiences I've seen on my own and heard of from some of the others." 


"It was a once in a lifetime experience, though it is quite the long story, | should warn you. It wasn't quite over 
when you first joined us, and it had already been ongoing for over a year by then," explained Mike. "We had 
three long standing periods in lapse throughout it too, with shorter ones in between. You'll have to walk with 


me for quite awhile before we make it through everything worth discussing." 


He pointed as they reached the back entrance to the woodland. "We might be out of these woods before | say 


all there is to be said, with the most concise nature possible." 


Fine by me," Neal offered with a shrug, continuing along. "We're about to be rained in for another three days, 
so I'd better stay out while | can, or I'm going to get sick again -with cabin fever, and throwing me under a 


cold shower isn't going to help with that." 


"Very nice," said Mike flatly and motioning Neal along to follow. "Though maybe, you'll learn to take what we 


found in our journey and apply it to lapse, and you won't ever be stuck in one place again 


"It was a night on the bus to our final three shows around England before completing all touring efforts for 
Days of Future Passed and you might have noticed Ray and | are of the cosmic kind, and Graeme is a party 
animal amongst us. We were becoming interested in the psychedelic movement, as Ray came to hear more of 
Timothy Leary's teachings -just as it was the first time around. And possessing some of Timothy's drug of 
choice, we occasionally had some nights of indulgence, and observation of the world out the bus window 


through a different set of colors and a different version of clarity." 
"So you all took some together -I1 thought John refused to," Neal realized. 


"In the standard world, he did. He often refuses here too. But in this world, we did have one unique experience. | 
suppose I'll say Graeme teased while Ray and | twisted his arms enough that he actually agreed to try a drop. 
If much less of a quantity than what the rest of us had, and perhaps just as well he did no more." 


Try as he did to hold it back, an immature grin pulled the corners of Neal's mouth up. 
"What, are you saying he's a lightweight?" 
Mike grinned back in silent admittance of what he kindly refrained from saying aloud. 


"That is difficult to say for sure. There still is a chance he only believed he felt the effect so strongly, 
because the negative symptoms hit him far more than the rest of us. He was quite ill throughout the rest of 
the event, and was off to his bunk before most of us. Except Justin -he liked to stare at the ceiling a lot and 


make pictures entirely of his mind. 


"We woke up early the next morning to a bus crash in a misted field far off the road, and to our driver 
missing. And after a bit of searching for a direction, we came to the conclusion that we were lost and 


departing on an adventure to find our way home." 
"How'd you pick a direction?" 


‘Our surroundings -which were enhanced far longer by the acid than we'd ever seen before -seemed to show 
us if we knew to look and listen. It was the sound of the wind in the distant trees, and the birds flying toward 
them through the mist overhead. We followed it until we were walking on a forest trail with trees overhead." 
Mike pointed upward. "Just like this, but an unpaved trail, and as far as your eye could see. And a river ran 


along the trampled path, which we decided to follow -and even ride along-" 


"So you'd essentially been placed into a world analogous to your concept album," Neal realized. "I'm familiar with 
matching up to songs, but with an event like that." 


"Exactly, mate. We were in search of the lost chord, and in search of ourselves within this still-unfamiliar 
world. With the timing, we had no recall within the event of the written album -I think we found our places 
here by the end, but we must pass on what Timothy's word, as we're not the only ones who will need his 


advice." 
"| guess there must have been a historical recall prior to that then" 


"What? Dr. Livingstone, | presume, stepping out of the jungle gloom.” Mike sang a full step lower than Ray, 
lending a less cheerful sound than the C Major tune did. It sounded more mature and pondering, rather than 


what on the album could have been singing to a child 


"We're all looking for someone," Neal mused. "And I've seen quite a bit now, and heard quite a few things 


already -| still don't think I've found all I'm looking for.” 


"None of us have. We've all got more to find out here at our proper times. But, as Timothy also reminded us, 
it pays to slow down and enjoy it, to not miss out on the better parts of a difficult journey. It doesn't have to 
be entirely bad -you can't tell me there wasn't anything good that came out of your blizzard in Colorado." 


"Yeah, we eventually got the upper hand of that one. Oh, look. ‘Visions of Paradise’," Neal quipped as they came 
out of the forest trail into a less-landscaped garden, marked with signage denoting it as an International Peace 


Garden, where for each country involved in a past war, there was a native plant species. 
"Pity Ray was up too late having fun with the Bouchard brothers; he'd have brought his flute along." 


"| bet Eric and Allen were glad to sleep in peace for once without those two running wild." Neal emitted a small 


chuckle. 
"Oh, that's part of why he did, aside from none of us being quite as wild as him -it's actually quite nice here 


that he gets a separate outlet for that side of himself," Mike mused as they wove around the gravel paths. 
"Eric and Allen seemed a bit tired last night." 


"So Ray took on being tired afterward." Neal decided not to mention that out of sheer boredom and madness, 


Allen had not slept but one night in the five days following his release from exile, to the point at which his own 


form of paranoia made a visible appearance. 
"For the fun of it. He had all night, and as Timothy would have wished, he made the most of it all" 


"How long would you say it felt like from within, not counting the true time in lapse?" 


"Not much past three days on the move, but there was a fourth day we made no progress on foot, but 


plenty of progress in our minds." 


"With Timothy," stated Neal, figuring that much. "I know you guys couldn't have possibly walked nonstop for 
those days on end though." 


Mike broke out into pained chuckles as he motioned Neal down the hill into the very field past the complex he'd 
run through on his first night back 


"Mate, | had a forty pound mellotron on my back. With the state | was in by the end of the second to last day, 
| wouldn't like to think of where I'd be had we not had the sense to give ourselves a rest -and we certainly did 


not need Timothy to tell us anything to be sure of that!" 
"What was it like? Did you have to camp out, or was there a place-" 


"The first night, there was, as was the second night. We came upon a house in the woods at the fall of dark - 
the very one which Timothy found us in on the second day -and how many doors would you guess were 


inside?" 
"It was a house of four doors," Neal realized, lighting up. 


"And the line of our reprise was spoken to us on the second night when we returned to the house after a 
break to go on another excursion with Timothy, which might be best explained another time. We were so well 
rested with his advice and in good spirits that we continued on through most of the third day and night, with 
only a small stop in a field for a nap, taking turns for one of us to keep watch, and in our night outside, 


whoever might have placed us into that event was kind to not ever leave us in foul weather without shelter.” 
"Was continuing on a matter of trying to catch up, or just what you felt like?" 


"It felt timeless. We could have stopped sooner, but we found that Timothy was right in thinking is the best 
way to travel. What could have been a monotonous walk, through mostly plains and grasslands -imagine this 
field stretching as far as you can see -it was surprisingly enjoyable. We just had to make the most of it with 


our imagination," Mike concluded. "And the same has held true even while sitting here in lapse." 

"So how did that tie into finding your way?" 

"We had heightened senses -lasting hours longer than we could have ever expected -and we had to be very in 
tune to the world around us to get a sense for what was to happen and how we should change the course in 
our favor. Only if we saw a sign that we needed to, in our case. There was no trail to follow along the ground 


as on the first day -we were finding our own" 


"I kind of get what you're saying." Neal nodded. "Haven't seen first hand, but I've had a few gut feelings here." 


As he had on the first night, running out into the storm after Donald Fagen. 
"That's part of it. You must connect it to your mind" Mike tapped the side of his head. 
"So what told you it was time to break the pattern and change paths again?" 


Neal and Mike had returned to the street they had started on, just across from the building. Rather than 
continuing toward it, they turned down, walking in the opposite direction from which they had started, off to 


some other new place. 


"For one, the mellotron was beginning to wear greatly on me when we reached the end of another forested 
break and came out into some garden -which looked much like the one we started our walk in, but with decor 
more common to English landscaping -John was beginning to feel ill again, and a storm was rolling in. There was 
open shelter within the garden we found -and we stayed over that night. Justin was also quite overwhelmed 
by that point, and it was just as well for him. When we woke up the next morning, we found our way out of 


the garden, and weren't far from a main road leading back to town we'd been searching for." 


"And | guess the most of the journey was over by then | got a question, going back -were there any moments 
telling of what might happen in the future?" 


"Oh yes. We'll return to the house of four doors and our excursion with Timothy -where | met my very 


replacement in his young age-" 
"Patrick Moraz?" Neal smirked. "Oh, this oughta be fun." 


Nearly an hour later, he and Mike finally circled around after taking a walk through the heart of town, 
returning to the building from the other side, facing away from the street. 


They'd walked through a grass field splitting the middle of an expanse of neo-gothic architecture buildings, 
walked through the arches in those buildings that channeled the wind of the changing weather patterns like a 
turbine tunnel, and made their way up sets of stairs carved into the faces of hillsides, even passing by the 
building with the overhang under which he'd taken refuge from the hail 


But as Neal went along, he attempted to follow Mike's story-telling, and could somewhat see the faraway land 
of ‘the lost chords’. He could see the distinct changes in the surroundings as they walked along, as each room 
in the house of four doors had been strikingly different. Walking through the rounded, sunken grass field, he 
imagined staring off the railing of the boat through endless mist on the bay as Mike described 


And as they made their way back along the familiar trail to the building, he realized that the guidance Mike 
had to offer was coming to its end, just as Timothy's eventually had. It was up to Neal how he would use it 


once he returned inside. 


"It all worked out in the end, despite it," said Mike. "For we didn't miss any of the final shows of the tour as 


we thought we had. We'd simply dreamed the entire thing in our bunks overnight between locations, due to the 
effects of the LSD, and we'd had the adventure of a lifetime all within our minds. While that experience was 


new, the legend of it remains on our album." 


"Well, it wasn't a dream, but | had a new part in the ‘Ridin the Storm Out experience this time. Wait." Neal 
winced as images from the fever dream he'd had just the week before came rushing back into his mind. "Then 
if | have a nightmare here and it feels real, are you saying it could be an event without us even realizing? -OR 
that an event could ALL be just a dream?" 


"Now, now mate; don't panic. That was a dream within an event. It most certainly did happen, and it was one 
intended to make us think and give us an experience that would have never otherwise been possible. If we woke 
up from such a dream abruptly in the common room or the bedroom rather than finding ourselves walking or 
driving back toward wherever it is we choose to stay in between, then it might not be a true event. It might 
be one that tried to happen and was canceled by loss of mental connection, | suppose, and then there's always 


the chance it is postponed and may happen later." 
"So when | got back and you weren't there the other night, that was-" 


"Indeed," Mike nodded. "| went for a walk and happened to take a break on a bench in the garden we passed 
through and nod off." 


"And Ray and John still felt it, even though they had no idea you were just asleep in the garden," said Neal. 
"And the nightmares while | was sick -Kevin and Gary -they didn't go through it in an actual event, but they 


could have, because they fought while | was sleeping." 


"And there still is the chance they might," added Mike. "Just as | might. Maybe it was early enough to change 
our path through, or perhaps not." 


"So does that mean you know how to-2" 


"Just waif, now. It's quite like being in the calm before the storm -as one of many | realize you've ridden out - 


or perhaps in the eye of it” 


Neal couldn't help but look up sheepishly at Mike's gentle smirk. ‘Ridin the Storm Out had a distinctly similar 
opening riff to ‘The Story in Your Eyes’, except it backed down to repeat the B minor chord, rather than rising 
to a modal D and changing keys. To his knowledge, Gary hadn't tried for that similarity -it was just what came 


to him with the ominous sound of a storm building. 
"You can see it playing out in your mind before your very eyes, and you hear the thunder building in the very 
distance, even though it's not come yet. Perhaps itll come through eventually, or perhaps it will come nearby 


and pass your location -you simply hope you'll be able to stop it from arriving until you wake up to the light." 


"So we can at least hold off an event -whether or not we can actually find a path around it 


‘We can stop the thunder till the light.’ The nearly forgotten tune echoed in the back of Neal's mind. 
"Can you stop any of them entirely?" 


"I think that question is better suited for someone else amongst us who would know better about that," 
offered Mike. "lve not tried to outright stop one, as | like to think | can turn each one into a great adventure 
as we did, if | take the time to think it through as Timothy taught us. At best, I've paused to think of where | 


would like it to go from the starting point | see, and how | should travel through it once | am there." 


Wind rustled through the trees overhead with a more ominous gust of wind, and the sunlight was entirely 


clouded over now. 


"Perhaps we ought to get back inside now," Mike suggested. "As you've so pointed out, it is to rain once again 


tomorrow, and it could set in sooner." 


"Knowing our luck here, it will if we stay out much longer. You did give me some interesting things to think 


about while we were here." 


"You've got to blaze your own trail and find your own way home, to put it in your language, | suppose," 


suggested Mike. "Feel free to send anyone else my way, should they want to, mate." 


"You know, | might just take your offer up on that," Neal quipped. Allen Lanier was going to have a field day 


with some of Mike's conclusions. 
He spent the hike back to the building absorbing everything he'd been told. 


Like a storm.. | guess if it's rolling in too quickly to get away from it, we have a chance to attempt to form a 
strategy to fake it on if we hold it off, and if its out far enough, tracking its path and trying to find one around if. 
Though, | gotta say, reacting to minor warnings so far out might make us all seem paranoid, and | don't think those 
of us who are paranoid have had much advantage -to my knowledge. Then, what if the storm changes paths too? 
These are questions for Allen.. 


He didn’t find Allen on his return, but he did see signs right away that something wasn't right. 

"Where is everyone?" Neal puzzled as he looked about the bedroom. It was half-empty, he hadn't seen any of 
its ill hostages in the common area, and he highly doubted they were still in the bathroom with Kevin after 
two hours. 


Don Dokken sighed as he watched Alan Gratzer lead Eric Bloom in with a step ladder. 


"Gary and Jeff took Kevin to the residential officers’ triage clinic to get his vitals checked. They just called to 
say they're on their way back, so they should be here any minute." 


"Well, | guess things DIDN'T improve much while | was out then So much for hoping otherwise." 


"Some of it could be drama, but he's in a significant amount of pain to be acting the way he was," Alan chimed 
in, "and we don't want to put him through a car ride to the hospital if he doesn't need it" 


"Truth be told, | thought about taking Jeff to the hospital last week," said Don. "Reality is there's not much 
they can do, short of trying an antibiotic if it doesn't go away after a few days." 


"What'd they take him for that he didn't have going on already?" Neal demanded, 


Can't leave them alone for two hours Its amazing they got through the demos of Hi infidelity with just the trouble 
they did have.. 


"Well, first his fever started going back up, almost immediately after we got him back in bed," said Alan 
mournfully, keeping a cautious eye on Eric as he scaled the ladder beside him. "You know, he's already feeling 


so bad. Then he had another coughing fit and kept going until he hurled, and after that, he just started crying.” 
Alan paused to take a box Eric passed down from above to make space to search the cabinet. 


"He was having a hard time breathing," Don added. "Which if the coughing itself wasn't enough to make that a 
fight, | don't know how the heck he was able to breathe at all with everything else." 


"If it was anything like what | had that hell day last week, he probably couldnt” Neal went over beside Alan and 
took a bottle of laundry detergent from Eric. "If | had to guess knowing him, he probably freaked out too and 


made it all worse." 


"Well, that's what made Gary say ‘enough'." Alan put the box down on the floor and looked up to see that Eric 
didn't need him to take anything else. "I'd have helped them, but they're trying not to get me sick, because | 


was out in the snow too, and | guess that puts me at some risk." 


Commotion was audible in the hallway, of footsteps, coughing, and Jeff's concerned, soft voice bantering with 


Gary's raspy and sick one. 

"Oh, how about that? Here they come," warned Don. 

By the time Gary and Jeff got to the door with a half-unconscious Kevin, Gary was hitting his evening 
lockdown, where his own remaining symptoms grew stronger. He went into the characteristic, hard coughing 


jags everyone else had been having, and his lower eyelids were puffier than usual for him. 


“Anything | can get that'll help you guys?" Alan moved to the doorway once they were in, anticipating being 


ordered out. 


‘Officers said his electrolytes are probably off because of the fever and hurling, so if you want to get some 
Gatorade from the convenience store, that'll be good for when he wakes up," Gary said breathlessly. "I could 


probably use some too. But we're ready to crash for an hour -at least." 
"That walk's barely two city blocks, but with that crud, it's a long way to go," Jeff added empathetically. 


"My guys are ready to crash too, in beds that are properly made. Assuming Albert will actually sleep tonight 
after staying up with Ray -and let Joe sleep too. Don't worry, I'll be gone soon enough." 


Eric was still digging in the upper cabinet above the closet -for his sheets. Now that REO was back, Blue 
Oyster Cult had moved up to an empty bedroom on the seventh floor, but had been roughing it with their 
blankets and pillows alone, as making the beds up had been the least of their worries after a month and a half 


in exile. 


He'd dug three out of five sets in plastic storage bags out from behind the belongings of those who had since 


taken up residence in the room, and some common supplies. 
"Anything you all need?" Alan pointed to Eric. 


"We're still figuring that out as we're righting ourselves, but nothing to my knowledge at the moment. I've got 
it with most stuff, but if | run into something | still can't figure out, I'll tell you and we can both figure it out 
-or we'll try and end up looking stupid together.” 


"That actually doesn't sound bad to me, if you think it did. Okay." He turned back to Gary. "Then I'll go to the 
store. I'll see if there's anything else that might help you too." 


"They called the Health Center and the pharmacy -thankfully those guys were kind enough to come to us 
instead of having us haul out that way. He's on the woozy cough suppressants with hydrocodone in it right 
now. That good stuffs gonna knock him out -already does have him knocked out; no point in adding on. And l'm 
only having trouble in the evening. Once | go to bed, I'll be fine -| probably need to let myself cough this shit 
up awhile if it won't kill me. Now out, before you get sick" 

Gary hoisted Kevin up on his shoulder again while Jeff stepped away to fix up a bed. 


"Where are we putting him?" 


"We'll just put him in my bunk under Reb's for right now." Gary motioned with his elbow, and on cue, Jeff 
pulled the blankets and sheets back 


Gary had Kevin lie down. He pulled his pillow and the comforter off and piled it on the floor, and Jeff brought 


down Kevin's blankets and pillow from his top bunk to move to Gary's. 


| was gonna change sheets tomorrow anyway, it won't hurt me. He doesn't need to be up there while he's 


strung out" 
"And where are you going?" asked Jeff. "I can help you disinfect his bunk if you want-" 


"No, I'll be fine camping out on the floor right next to him. Besides that, if he needs me, I'm in arm's reach." 


Gary bent down and straightened his pile of blankets out into a makeshift bed on the floor beside Kevin 
Then he unceremoniously threw himself down on top of the pile. 


"It actually feels even better than | thought it would, for not having a mattress pad," he mused, looking up to 


Jeff's surprised expression. 
"| leave the building for two hours, and | come back to all his," Neal finally remarked, unable to resist any 
longer. He went over to his bunk -the one which he'd relocated to, along the hallway wall and underneath 


Kevin's original bunk -and sat down cautiously on the edge of the lower mattress. 


"Imagine what you missed over seven months," Gary retorted, turning away to sneeze hard and block the 


round of coughing it brought on. 
Donald looked out from underneath Neal's lower bunk and hissed so that Gary and Kevin wouldn't hear. 


"You think you're seeing it now that they're back? You ought to have seen what they were like while you were 


out and you weren't here to deal with them when they got up in a frenzy. However, | was, and you owe me." 


"Oh, do |? Well, that's alright. Welcome to life with my band full of accident-prone knuckleheads,” Neal 
whispered back, whilst leaning over the edge of his bed. "Lucky for me, | got in a damn good long talk with 
Mike, and I've got plenty to tell you!" 

"Hmmm." Donald narrowed his eyes and slid out all the way to sit up. "Well, maybe that'll suffice" 


"Oh, SHIT!" 


Reb jumped down from his top bunk, missing Gary by less than two feet, and winced at the shock on his ankles 
of landing from five feet off the ground. 


A high-pitched buzz sounded from above, and Donald flinched his gaze up to the ceiling, where a big, fat wasp 
flew near the window -right beside Reb's bunk. 


"-Oh, great." 
Eric looked up from where he was backing down the step ladder with his bandmates’ bedding. 


"You're joking, right?" 


"You wish." 
"Once a few months back with Kip in an event wasn't enough?" complained Reb. 


“Apparently not. Alright, lemme get a shoe.." Gary clambered up from his temporary pile of bedding on the 


floor. 

"Uh, not if it gets on the glass -you're not using a shoe then,” warned Eric. 

"Gary, you have a fever. Stay. BACK," Don ordered, voice rising with emphasis. "The last thing you need right 
now is to get stung and have it get worse. And you too, Jeff. Even if you're running normal right now, | don't 
care. I've seen enough with you the past few weeks -or months, for that matter. Hell, years if we're gonna be 
honest." 


"Then somebody make sure it doesn't go over near Kevin, because he's way worse than | am." 
Yy g y 


"IIl watch it" Armed with a hand towel, Neal crossed the room to shoo it away from a safe distance if he had 


to. 

Is not gonna be a problem for you if you get stung?" he checked with Don "You were sick last week too. 
"le been stung working in the garden enough to at least know how much of a reaction I'll have, and l'm used 
to it" Rolling up a couple of old newspapers he pulled from the recycle bin, Don tossed one to Eric and kept the 


other. 


"The screens are bolted onto the windows. How the hell did a wasp even-?" Eric huffed an exasperated sigh. 


"You know what? | don't wanna know." 


"Itd be nice to know, but here, honestly -even /ve just about given up on that one." Don reached out behind 
himself and shoved toward Gary, Jeff, and Reb. 


"All three of you, get out in the hall. Donald, you too. Neal, | know you're staying with Kevin, but watch 
yourself." 


As Eric began running around the room after the wasp with the newspaper, very heavy-footed in his gait, 
Donald sprung up from the floor and followed the others to stand in the doorframe. 


"The fever's the least of my worries, but I'll gladly take your advice." 


The wasp began hopping along the lengthwise wall, separating the adjacent room, along the side of the 
lengthwise bunk that Don and Jeff were sharing. 


Don grumbled something under his breath as he bent down, snatched up one of his shoes, and put a foot up 
on the ladder of his bunk. As soon as he did, the wasp hopped over to the window wall, landing on the wall just 
alongside the window, above Reb's top bunk, and Don stepped off his bunk and turned to it. 


"Nngh-nngh-nngh!" Eric hummed in a forceful, rising tone. All that was missing was the wagging finger, which 
he'd had to forgo while trying to head off the wasp. 


"Not gonna use it on glass; I'm not stupid" 


The wasp jumped down again, flying down toward the lower bunk, where Neal stunned it with the towel and 
sent it flying low along the ground toward the other side of the room. 


There, Eric missed a swat against the floor, sending it back toward Don's bunk and the desk beside it. 
Don sighed as he maneuvered back over. 


"Just die, hornet, die, hornet, die.. Nothing worse than trying to get to that thing with all the furniture in here 
t- got him!" 


He slammed the rolled up newspaper against the front of the set of drawers on the desk, and after pushing 
down hard enough with the paper to make sure it was impaired, he pulled it back and slammed the shoe into it, 


making for a faster killing strike than repeated ones with the paper. 


The wasp fell to the floor, still buzzing, but too damaged to do anything more than that. Don struck with the 


shoe again, with gravity working in his favor, and Neal threw the towel over top of it. 
“Alright, it was a wasp." Eric picked the towel up and threw it in the laundry basket. "Now it's a dead wasp." 
Donald snorted as he started to retreat back into his hideout. "At least it'd better be." 


"If it's not, itll drown in the washing machine when that towel goes in" Don shook his head as he threw the 


newspaper away. "Won't even be the weirdest thing I've had in one of those." 
"Are you guys gonna live?" asked Eric impatiently. 


"We'll live, but don't expect a hundred percent. | swear, | just wanted to get some sleep," moaned Reb, coming 


back inside. "I'm wide awake now thanks to that thing." 


Gary shrugged as he came back inside and walked up next to Kevin. "Good question, Eric. If Jeff, Neal, and 


Donald survived whatever we have, I'm hoping we will too." 


"Alright, if there's no emergency, I'm outta here. You seven screaming diz-busters are on your own for right 


now," said Eric, gathering up an armful of plastic bags full of sheets. "I already have my own madhouse to deal 


with up on the seventh floor. And whatever you guys are passing around in here, we don't want it upstairs.’ 


Gary took an exaggerated snuffle after sneezing hard down the inside of his shirt. Then he took another while 
tilting his head back, trying desperately to ward off the embarrassment of a visibly runny nose. 


"Yeah, you bet you don't," he rasped. "You tell Alan. And by that, | mean The Gratz, though Lanier's been 
hanging with us too!" 


"Well I've given up on Lanier -he's crazy. Just as long as he doesn't bring it back upstairs to the rest of us." 
Eric proceeded to haul ass as soon as he was in the hall. 


Neal tossed Gary the tissue box. "Because you're about fwo seconds away from leaving a trail, and you know 


the rule we have about THAT!" 


Promptly, per result of things having been shifted out of place and weighing against the front, the upper 
cabinet door fell open, and down tumbled a can of coffee grinds -which busted open and sprayed powder 


across the floor -a bag with unfrozen gel ice-packs, and a roll of paper towels, which started to unfurl as 


soon as it hit the floor. 


"Well, now | got something to leave a trail with, Gary quipped back, pinching a tissue over his nose with one 


hand and brushing grinds off his blanket with the other. 


"That's 7" Donald slunk out from under Neal's bunk a second time. "I'm out for the evening too. I've almost had 


my fill of excitement and the sun hasn't even gone down yet." 


"Unfortunately, this is pretty tame for here, so if this is too much for you, its gonna be a miserable time," 
Don warned, slowly lowering his forehead into his palm in unison with Neal, who was already thinking to himself 


that attempting a mental escape by thought as Mike had described sounded very appealing. 


"My thoughts exactly. That's why l'm going," Donald grumbled, slipping out into the hall, carefully stepping over 


the mess. 


"lll help clean up, but then l'm going to find Lanier," Neal decided. "I'm not going back outside after two hours, 
but I'm getting out of here too." 


Don gave a resigned sigh as he reached in the closet for the vacuum cleaner. "I might just go on a walk myself 
-'cause sometimes it still is a miserable time even when it is tame. Unless you get used to it to a point, like | 


did. It's always gotta be something, doesn't it, Neal?" 


"You know, it really does," Neal agreed, "Even if it's the littlest things. And as frustrating as it sometimes is, | 
wonder if we'd know what to do with ourselves without a constant escape without it being that way." 


"Just like before the split." 


(Only) In the Beginning 
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| must say, I'm quite impressed with Neal Doughty, even for the expectations | had of him. For him to bounce 
back from his illness and freezing so quickly, and to go out on a sudden limb and snag Mike while his 
bandmates were quite terribly ill. Most in his place would have been far too distracted to think of such a thing 
under the circumstances. Unless they are the type who couldn't care less about their bandmates, and I've 
seen plenty to suggest otherwise, despite his snarky banter toward them. (He, like |, does have a deep sense of 
care for his bandmates tucked inside him -only a small few selected people get to see it. And | know he and | 


are not the only ones present in lapse with such a sentiment) 


We had quite the nice conversation in the hideout earlier today. Better yet, Donald Fagen sat in. He was eager 
to hear of what Mike Pinder knew, without the distraction of chaos amongst us. 


Though Mike seems like he would enjoy different company than our cynical bunch most of the time (though he 
is the most sarcastic of his bandmates), | have a feeling he would make a good early candidate to let in on our 


information. 


And, | must say -he was right in what he said back before my exile was up. It is a shame that Kip Winger is 
not with us for the time being. (He is quite reasonable and eager to hear out conspiracies -if not to believe in 
every one of them, to think through how they might work out for the fun of it. | think he would provide some 
excellent insight on the reasoning of all possibilities, if he were only here) Though, | still have a lot to consider 
about him and his bandmates, and there is at least one of them here. 


Its quite a lot of thought he gives the currently absent Graeme Edge. He, along with Robbin Crosby 
(consistently absent with his bandmates for some time), and Mick Brown (popping in and out at random this 
week and difficult to catch) are the wild morale boosters amongst us, and depending on their states of mind, 


Gary Richrath and my own Albert Bouchard could fit in that group too. 


However, not all of us have the same needs as Justin Hayward. Some need their morale boosted in quite a 
different manner than wild horsing around. | think I've seen first hand quite recently just how important this 
mission of mine could be for all of us in the foreseeable future. What better way can we all face the 
challenges of this split world and our less fortunate events than taking advantage of collectively having each 


other here in lapse? 


He certainly did mention a few things | had thought quite at length about, and confirmed them worth pursuing 
further. Averting or holding off an event is at the top of my list -and | believe | know who he implied when he 
stated there are others here who know more about that subject. And I'll heed his advice as we carry on: 
‘Keep as cool as you can Face piles of trials with smiles." As we do perceive the web they weave, and to keep 


thinking free, we'll have to learn to navigate it. 


I've got quite a few conversations that | must plan to make myself. Most of which | am currently 
contemplating on my own in the hideout this Friday evening, in preparation to make the most of the coming 
week Fagen is on yet another mission tonight, undeterred by the downpour we've had come on yet again. At 


least, compared to yesterday, | can say he went out in it on his own accord. Nothing chased him out. 


Speaking of that episode with the wasp | was told of, by the way, don't take it the wrong way if Eric ever says 
l'm ‘crazy’. Its not an insult. I'm the first to proudly admit -even on a video interview once in the band's early, 


identity-defining days -that we are, in fact, crazy. 


He and | have a screwed up sense of humor that might baffle most others. Few things amuse us, and we, as 
well as Buck have the best ability to get a rise out of each other. It's why we tolerate each other's insanity. 


Because it's our favorite kind (Pity, you cannot see the smile | have as | write this). 
However, | digress. 


It seems tonight that Neal and his friends have headed out -‘just on a ride’, they said, seeming quite 
convinced that Bruce Hall has arrived and is waiting for them. They have yet to come back, so | suspect it 


could be at least a few days before we hear from them again 


*(Kevin was left to stay with us, for better AND worse. For better because he's still in no shape to travel. 
For worse because he is difficult to manage (somebody please give Alan Gratzer the recognition for keeping 
REO Speedwagon functional in their partying days that he deserves. Though it was not the reason for his early 
retirement, he certainly earned it). And thank goodness John Lodge and Jeff Pilson are as generous and kind as 
they are. Otherwise, it might take every single one of the rest of us to take care of him] 


So for whatever progress might be made in the next few days, Neal is likely to not have much part in it. 


Fagen remains here, however, still contemplating a conversation with Don Dokken, and | have those visits of my 


own to make. We're in good shape for now (aside that he is rather perturbed that it keeps raining torrentially 


on the weekends when he would have the best of luck on his missions for Walter Becker if people weren't 


driven to stay home), and while | continue to keep aware that something could change that, we'll all take it 


while it lasts and get on with it. 


| suppose we'll stay in good shape longer if we keep on track as long as we can. I'd hate to see Fagen slide back 


to where he was two weeks ago. 


| also realize it may be at least partly up to me for the time being to prevent that, and | may have some 
vulnerable confessions to make -as Neal did -to allow him to feel safe with me. (As much as a challenge 
digging up that brief part of my life might be, | do realize | could one day see it again here and sense | might 
some time from now.. perhaps it will be easier to face if those here with me know what's happening when my 
own form of paranoia truly takes over -and not the sleep-deprived state Neal and Donald witnessed a couple 


of nights ago) 


Though I'd like to think otherwise at times, I'm aware | can be the intimidating type. That can be a curse and a 
blessing when I'm often, in all honesty, just as intimidated of whoever might take me that way. 


Which leads me to wonder.. 


Does our controller care if anyone is aware of the influence placed on us? | must say, sharing my private 
collection of thoughts has had an effect on me. To put something containing such hard work and personal 


thought beyond a number of eyes | can only guess.. 


While | don't plan to let it influence my plans, | do find myself hoping those who have made it this far continue 
to follow, and will be kind as they do -for while it seems like it's been some time, and perhaps too much for 


some, | believe we're only getting to the best part. 


For as my first week back in action is nearing the end and | have just now made it back on my feet, this is 


hardly the beginning.. and that is just one of many reasons, if some others might be subjective. 


| suppose those who are still coming along will ultimately, and fairly, decide for themselves as Fagen and | 


continue on through Neal's resumed absence. 


(To be continued) 


April 24th, 2019: That the Questions and the Answers 
Might Come Easily 
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The rain had stopped coming down Sunday night after another three-day washout, and the sun set to work on 
drying up the consistently soggy, saturated outdoors Monday morning. 


By the time noon was approaching, the return of the brighter light had brought energy back to the split world 
suspended in Lapse. 


Energy that had existed through the time trapped inside was being given a place to go -which was a good or a 
bad thing depending on who made the call. 


Both at the same time, in the case of Eric Bloom. Albert would channel out pent up energy once again -outside 


where furniture getting knocked over wasn't a concern. 


Which was all good until he kept running back in and out of the building to see who else would get up to 
mischief with him outside -and tracking the thickened mud back inside with him. 


By the third time Albert came running back inside, Ray was already humoring him, and he'd managed to rouse 
Ritchie out of his room and piss him off badly enough to start chasing him down outside. Which Albert only 
took as fun and games. Now they both seemed to have forgotten who was chasing who. And Ritchie shouting 
insults in jest, debating whether lan Gillan was more or less annoying than the little five-foot-three devil 


chasing him with Ray had become unexpected entertainment for all three. 


Feeling better than the previous week, Jeff had promised to join him once he finished a phone call with Mick 


Brown. It hadn't been an intended call -Don Dokken had been talking to Mick, and when the drummer had asked 
if Jeff was still feeling better, Jeff had decided he was feeling strong enough to try checking in with Mick 
himself. So far, it had gone far better than their last conversation. Jeff was a bit subdued, but he had yet to 


hand the phone over to Don, over five minutes in. 


"Yeah, yeah! Sounds like fun! Tell ya what, give me one more minute, and I'll be right out," he exclaimed, perking 


up when Albert invited him outside. 


Don looked on from the couch in the back corner of the common area, mildly amused as Albert went tearing 
up the set of steps and barreling down the hall toward the bedrooms, ignoring Eric's grumbling about not 


wiping his feet on the already mud-caked water hog mats before coming inside. 


If this were the 80s -or anytime after 2003, for that matter, he'd have dropped everything and run outside. At 
least he's getting things right with Mick.. and still showing a bit more of his regular self while trying to go about 
that. Unlike a couple months back. 


Under more normal circumstances than their current event had placed them in, minus the intent to cause 
mischief and irk his bandmates, Jeff had the same non-stop energy Albert had currently weaponized. Seeing 
him eager to run alongside Albert was another sign of the elusive hope he'd nearly given up in -that maybe 
the sun would rise in more places than just the sky outside. The latter of which, he hoped to be beneath just 


as soon as Jeff. 


His endless monologue of internal thoughts swept him off so far that he lost track of the action in the room, 


until a sudden grumble of ‘oh, no you don't’ and the inner door from the stairwell exit opening brought him 


back. 


Eric caught Albert by the back of the shirt as he tried to come in for a fourth trot through the building, and 
he pointed angrily to the muddy shoe prints leading across the tile between the common area and the laundry 
room, up the small set of steps, and onto the carpeted hallway where it faded out going down the hall. 


"No, you may NOT come inside -at least not with those shoes on your feet. LOOK what you DID! You wanted 
out; you STAY out!" 


Don snorted. /m used to associating those words with George lately -quess we STILL can't entirely get away from 
part of him. 


Donald Fagen emerged at the top of the steps just then, taking cautious glances at the muddy tracks as he 
tucked a heavy-duty envelope with an extra-large global postage stamp on it beside a few typical ones into a 


pocket along the inside of his raincoat. 


"Y'know, until | saw you were talking to him and heard you mention shoes'th, I'd have thought a dog got in 


here," he cracked. "Now it sounds like you're scolding a kid” 


"With Albert, | might as well be. You'll get the idea once you spend enough time here. Feels like | really am 
dealing with a kid some days, to be honest," Eric sighed, shoving Albert outside the door and flipping the 
temporary latch that locked it from the outside until the first person used the push bar from the inside. 
"Actually, I'd be tempted by the mud to say he's acting like he was raised in a barn, except animals actually 
have an excuse, and he'll get ideas from that that they won't." 

Don let out a rare, genuine chuckle over that. 


"Damn, Eric. | almost forgot how funny you can be while you were gone." 


"There's muddy prints, everywhere," Eric groaned, turning dour again. "Guys, look at this floor. Are you 


serious?" 

"Last time you said that was an event," Albert laughed through the door. 

"Yeah, and that wasn't cool either -even though we couldn't control the sprinkler going off like that!" 
"Remind me if | ever ask, | don't suppose'th | want the story behind THAT," Donald muttered. 


A loud rattle came from the window above the couch as a soccer ball flew into the heavy-duty metal grid 


screen and bounced off. 
"OR that, either." 


"Don't worry about it, Eric," said Jeff as he handed the phone back over, and headed toward the door as Eric 


released the latch. "I'll clean it up when we're finished" 


"You better help him clean" Giving up on another round of scolding that would fall on deaf ears, Eric fixed 


Albert with a stern look before Jeff headed out with him. 


"Reb oughta be up and dressed by now. Probably watching TV in the lounge up on the second floor -l'Il call him 
down with us," Jeff added, this time to Albert. "By the phone too, so we won't have to go up to him and track 


a mess." 
Don put his own phone away as he concluded the call with Mick, and began to head for the door. 


“Alright, sun's up and now that that's done, l'm out of here to get some time out in it before we get swamped 
again. And its coming in a few days too. Hope you don't need any help here, Eric, ‘cause it's too bad if you do." 


‘It's not my first or last time holding the fort down here. If | get real desperate, I'll call down Jon or lan. Or 
John Lodge, if Kevin can survive for two minutes without him. You go ahead. Best get out before | change my 


mind." 


"I'm headed out myself." Donald followed behind Don toward the door. 


"Yeah?" Don raised his eyebrows as they both made their way out, past where Ray and Ritchie were getting 
into rough play with the soccer ball. "Guess the sun's not the only thing coming out of hiding today. That's 
alright, | can't blame you on that” 


"Why, because the common room's been ‘overtaken by hooligans’ again as Neal seems to like putting it, or 


because you can actually get past a low area without a boat?" 


Don forced the weak start of a laugh. "Whatever suits you. I've seen enough of that in there to hardly notice 
it, so the latter'll do it for me -that, and at least it's finally not like Winter outside. Only took ‘til the last week 
of April. If Mick wasn't back out on his bike, he'd have been out with Albert before he'd have the chance to go 


looking for someone else." 


| guess you guys can't stand as many days rained inside, having spent so much time on the road and moving 
around in the heyday. Wouldn't be surprised myself if he went after Gary or Alan too, if they were here," 


Donald snorted. 


"If Ritchie wasn't involved, sure," Don agreed. "Except he has the soccer ball. So now they'd just argue over 
whether soccer or basketball is better. Like a bunch of kids, not that I'd be one to talk when it wouldn't be 
much better if George was here. | swear, one of the strangest things to me about having all of us in one place 


is how domestic it can get sometimes. When it can be the exact opposite in an event, for that matter." 


‘Or in reality." It was strange, and funny enough when Donald thought about it, though not nearly as the 


current interaction he'd stuck himself into, and the encounters he'd had with Don beforehand. 


Back in the early 10s, had Dokken already existed then, Donald was sure they would have been one of the 
many bands that terrified him. 


Don Dokken overshot his restriction to interaction from that time period by far. Not knowing who was on what 
kind of drugs, and what violence-inducing effects some of those might have had, Donald blatantly refused to 
talk to anyone unfamiliar over five feet and eight inches tall. If they were his own height or smaller, he could 
trust adrenaline to help him find that strength only a true sense of danger could bring out to fend for himself 


in most likely cases. There were too many extra variables to account for with someone over his head. 


Don stood at an intimidating six foot one with a heavier build, was an unfamiliar from a success period with 
far more debauchery than Donald had encountered in his time of early touring, had very little in common with 
choice of musical style, and had resting features that made him look detached and unfriendly -perhaps even a 
bit arrogant. 


Yet in the common area, Don was quiet, with terribly obvious social awkwardness clouding over his wisdom. 
Somewhat relatable, and vaguely familiar. Just enough to be mildly comforting from the opposite side of the 
room. Not unlike Allen either with his observational habits, in hindsight of reading his evidence files. 


Don seemed to get things that everyone else could be oblivious to -even if he was lost for the main 
conversation consuming most of the room. In particular, he picked up on those who were cast off to the sides, 
not unlike himself. And when Donald was present and failed to hide any discomfort below the threshold that 
made him choose to leave, Don was quick to direct him in few words to some place along the periphery of the 
room that was always the most secluded from whatever chaos was taking place around the tables and 
couches in the middle. Save for when Ritchie set the fire alarm off, and another time when a washing machine 
flooded and kicked a tidal wave of water across the hall into the common area -both of which would have 
required him to leave even if they hadn't triggered his flight response, he ended up feeling relatively 


comfortable in that place until he chose to leave on his own. 


After all that, he didn't have any real fear toward being around Don anymore. Instead, Donald associated him 


with a fragile sense of safety. 


They hadn't talked much before, though they had, and Donald was grateful enough -and further comforted - 
that Don wasn't a fan of directionless small talk either, if there wasn't the chance that snide humor could 


come out of it. 


However, all his interaction with Don Dokken so far, Don had instigated. He'd extended the welcome and offered 
the safe zone every time. This was the first time Donald had reached out to request the welcome, and it 
didn't take his own wit and understanding of a reserved nature to realize that Don wouldn't necessarily accept 


a request at any given moment. 


And their conversation had mostly been discreet remarks, poking fun at whatever chaos had them hiding out 
on the sides of the room. Not unlike their current conversation as they left the madhouse behind. And never 
diving deep into the events of an event -which Donald already knew too well were capable of becoming more 
personal than someone as cautious and reserved as they both were would readily share with just anyone in 


said any given moment. 


"So, are you out early, or late?" Don shot him a look that was knowing, but not demanding or threatening by 
any means. Almost playful, perhaps a bit teasing. Close enough to the balance between the two that Donald was 
used to, but lacking the additional, condescending component. 


"Late, since it might not have been a stretch to need a boat to get to the post office last night," Donald 
quipped. "Wading up to my knees for an actual mission is one thing. To send off the gains'th is another. | guess 
Ill get down there eventually -no rush." 


"Is a good thing if you're not in a rush. You're following me, but I'm not going to the post office, or in any 


direct path toward it." 


"| wouldn't waste my time if that was'th all I'm out for. Actually, | had a question for you. Or a few. Assuming 
all goes well. And what do /know what to expect there anyway?" 


A subtle eyebrow raise. "Oh, you do?" 

Donald could detect the unspoken reference to lack of conversation from his side, even when they did stick 
together. Yet, he couldn't detect anything uninviting with it, or any shift away from the playful demeanor, so 
he took a larger step forward. 

"Well, it does have to do with where we are and how it's'th all come about, and you've been reluctant any time 
that's mentioned, so far as I've seen. Not that it's a conversation | haven't already been having, so at least /m 


pretty sure the reasons'th you've had for avoiding it aren't a problem for me." 


Don stopped in his tracks, faced Donald, squinted into some expression Donald couldn't quite read, and tapped 


the side of his head. 
"I knew there was something going on between you and Neal. And maybe l'm starting to suspect Allen Lanier." 


"You wouldn't be wrong if you did" And Lanier would be right with Don about how much more the quiet ones who 


watch from the corner realize before everyone else. 

"Well, | can definitely tell you a thing or two, and I'm less reluctant when you seem like the type to have some 
strategy and get your facts straight before picking a fight. Still, that's a pretty big rabbit hole you're looking 
to jump into. Its easier not to enter than to try to get back out if you change your mind once you're all in. 
Before | give you an in on the nitty-gritty, are you sure?" 

"| already have two feet in, so | might as well go all the way. Its'th something to do, anyway." 

"Then you're a brave man" 

Donald snorted, nearly managing a laugh that had some component beside a scoff. 

"| don't think I've ever heard THAT before. Wouldn't say it about myself if you asked for a description" 

"IFs all relative." Don shook his head and resumed walking, but at a slower pace, so not to hurry the 
conversation with his stride. "You might not think it. Maybe | wouldn't think it either in a general sense. But 
this? You've asked a question not too many people here have dared to ask -or stuck with beyond a first 


glance. Especially when they realize they're not gonna hear everything exactly the way they want it” 


"A problem too many people have, if you ask me. Hmm. | guess it's scary being the one told off. Especially 
when the person telling you is right.” 


Don snickered. "Well, are you alright with walking and talking at the same time?" 


"I'd bet I'm not as keen on it as Neal seems to be, but l'm not opposed to it. | can" 


"We'll walk a ways and find a quiet place to hang around when we get into it then. There are a couple | like 
that'll get you over by a fare-free bus route stop that goes to the post office, if you decide to take that. 


Have a preference?" 
"As long as whichever one doesn't have poison oak around, | don't care. l'm easy." 


"Can't argue with that when it comes from you," Don quipped back, turning to continue his stride down the 


walk. Donald promptly followed, taking in the odd sight ahead. 


They were going in the opposite direction of the path he took toward downtown earlier in the evenings, and it 
occurred to him he'd never walked in this direction in daylight that wasn't obstructed by ominous 
thunderclouds or torrential downpour. 


Across the road, the collection of large athletics buildings loomed in the distance behind a large parking lot. 
Sunlight glinted off cars in a way that might have blinded them both without their time in California. On their 
own side of the main road, grass that had perked up in color over the month lined the walkway, and trees 
hung overhead with an unfamiliar light green that had just unfolded over the last two weeks. 


The same field Donald had run across the night he'd met Neal to seek shelter from the lightening strike in the 


larger field across the road was now unrecognizable. The trees lining the back of it blocked nearly all sight of 


the building with the overhang on the other side. 
It was practically a different world from two weeks prior. 
There wasn't much room for it to be anything but a better one. 


"Just out of curiosity, is there any rhyme or reason to who's here at once'th aside from events or lack 
thereof? | guess Neal and everyone else weren't going far without Kevin there, but | doubt Gregg's up to 


anything on his own" 


"He's not. This isn't the only lapse location. Heck, you can go wherever you want -but you gotta figure it out 
for yourself if you don't stay where you end up. Now, if you're asking why you ended up here specifically, it 
depends. Got a connection with any band around here?" 


"Other than influence?" Donald smirked -he'd figured out one of Reb's source of interest toward some of his 
darker progressions. "Or thinking alike with Neal and Allen? Not to my knowledge. Doubt it for you and your 


group, or Deep Purple and The Moodies -and | doubt we've had session musicians in common" 
"I'm not so connected with The Moodies myself, though | am close with Glenn, and we toured with Blue Oyster 
Cult once," Don offered. "H's probably coincidence more than anything else for which of us end up together. 


Unless you're hooked in to show up in either of our events at some point and | don't know it yet" 


"| don't see why | would. | doubt | ever heard of Dokken or Winger outside of wherever the hell we are in this 


split place." 


"That's how | felt about this whole split thing when | first got here. You might see Kip sometime, actually, and 
Ill bet you like the way he thinks too. If you're here instead of out in town when he's here. As for me? / won't. 
Not anytime soon, at least. He won't be here while I'm lapsing with Jeff and Reb, because our event has him 


and Reb strictly separated." 


"Well, at least that makes it VAGUELY easier in when | could expect to see him." Allen had brought up Kip in 
his notes, so if he didn't get any further, Donald figured they'd have that much in terms of tracking him down 


for information later. 


"While you're here and he can't be, let's'th say his event isn't exactly moving along quick. If he ends up in lapse, 
where does he go then? Or does he stay stuck wherever he is like Neal?" 


"Unless he's ending up in some other Lapse location -and that is possible -l'd sooner bet he's stuck. Honestly, if 
the event he's in's better than where he'd be in ours, its just as well. You want a straight answer, you'll just 
have to ask him if and when he shows up here next. But as far as | know, the only way you're completely 
stuck out of Lapse is if you are physically stuck in some location in the event -like Neal. Don't ask me how the 


time works, but when you're unable to get into Lapse, a month here could feel like two minutes in an event." 
"Yeah, Mike Pinder mentioned that to Neal. As if Neal didn't have the experience to KNOW" 


"Oh, Mike's in on it too?" Don smirked. "Good ol Mike. Yeah, he has an unusual one to tell about, and probably 
the longest lasting any of us have seen so far. | guess psychedelic drugs'll do that" 


"This here is strange enough for now without drugs." 


"Strange enough for me forever. We're probably going to have a longer event than that at the rate the one 
l'm in's moving, but if it's gonna be what | think it is, in event time, it's two years long anyway." 


"Sucks for you," snorted Donald. "Now I'm glad to have just gotten a week, even if it might as well have been 


that long. It all ran together for longer than that anyway." 


"Not much different from my point of view of this one, if I'm gonna be real about it. At least it's predictable 
with what's happening, for as much as it sucks. Speaking of Mike, | know he's mentioned hanging with Kip while 
I've been away. | wouldn't know everything they talk about or what he's asked, but he might know where Kip's 
been. So if you ever want to track him down for what he knows.." Don trailed off. Hint-hint,’a silent raise and 


lowering of his eyebrows seemed to say. 
"Does Reb know he's been around?" 


"No, and thats something I've thought about. A lot. You see, we've known Reb awhile, from experience before 


we got here. In his place, I'd want to know everything. And | think Reb would benefit from only knowing that 


whenever he's been here, Kip's alright -he's not in the place he was during the late 10s. | don't know where - 


you'd have to ask him if you can find him, or see what Mike'll tell you." 


Another talks in order with Mike. Wonder which one of us are going affer him THS time if Neals not back. | bet 
Lanieril send ME, so that's another thing to brace myself for.. 


"But one thing's for certain. Reb's not like me," said Don, matter-of-factly. "And with the state he's been in, 
everyone who's been here when Kip's showed up has decided it's best not to tell him. At least not for now - 
maybe when we get to a better place in this event. He's just joining my band in that right now, and while I've 
seen worse, it hasn't been easy either. | guess it would rub it in his face, when he's been struggling to cope 
with not being able to see Kip. It does suck, he only ends up here when Reb's not. So | see where they're 
coming from, knowing Reb, and can agree not to take the chance right this moment." 


Don sighed as he stopped at the main crossroad of the one they were on to wait for a break in traffic. 


"But if | ever had a long-term situation like that with Mick, I'd want to know. Even if | missed him more for 


knowing." 

Silence. 

With no traffic visible in either direction, Don stepped out to cross the street, leading from the populated side 
to one that was rather empty. A different grass field extended out from the curb, but there was a walkway, 
alongside a creek that ran straight down the field until trees obliterated the line of sight. 


Donald came up alongside Don on the path and managed to get a pace ahead so he could look back at him. 


"You know how some of those nights in the common room back in March when you told me where there was 


enough peace and quiet to think to call it that, and said to ask if there was anything else'th | wanted?" 
"And you never said anything after so many times | stopped asking.” 


"Yeah, well | got a favor to ask you now, if you'll do it. If Walt ever shows up while l'm not around here, and 


you know anything about it, tell me. Everything. | don't care if it's bad" 

Don raised his eyebrows and pressed his thin lips together as he looked upward. 

"Do the same for me if Mick ever goes missing long-term." 

Donald knew that game well enough to know that wasn't a request, but couldn't deny it, knowing he'd likely 
demand the same thing if their places were switched. So he nodded silent agreement to the terms as they 


continued down the path. 


As for Mick himself, as far as he'd seen, Mick was a more suspicious matter. 


Maybe he'd be a path into something worthwhile. 


"Speaking of Mick, | thought he came back last week, but | maybe saw him twice and | know he's not here now. 
Is'there some reason he isn't here again? Say, caught in whatever event you're in apart from the rest of 


you?" 


"No, he's actually around. Otherwise, Jeff and | wouldn't have been able to call him this morning." Don held out 
a hand, palm level with the ground and tilted it in either direction. "It's hard to explain with him. He's not here, 
but not out of lapse either -l'd feel differently if he was. Mick's not exactly the type who can just sit and do 
nothing in lapse. He can't even deal in standard between tours -that's how he ended up with a bunch of biker 


friends in Arizona." 
"So that wasn't the problem with him being gone longer a few weeks ago." 


"Not entirely," Don admitted. "Before he came here last week, he had been stuck in the event awhile longer 
than us, but that wasn't all there was to it. You know, | don't mind him not being physically herepart of the 
time. | know he'll come back if everything's alright. Mick is that guy in the band who really gets me when the 


others don't, and | know | don't need to waste time explaining that to you." 

Donald exhaled noisily and sneered in agreement. 

"Yeah, y'think?" 

"Bottom line, I'm used to Mick not really spending much time in the lapse house. He was being kept away for 
different reason before. Some tension with Jeff. In all honesty, he probably deserves to be embarrassed about 
it, but | won't tell about that anyway, for Jeffs sake. It's not mine to tell anyway." 

"Correct me if l'm wrong, but Jeff doesn't exactly seem like someone to pick a fight" 


"He's not," said Don, growing pensive and subdued. 


They'd reached the tree line, and the creek crossed under a small footbridge that went to a path leading in 
from the other side of the creek. They converged to a wider one that led down alongside the left of a large, 
overgrown pond full of ducks and geese. The ground surrounding the paved path was muddy and soft, and had 
clearly been flooded over just the previous day, accounting for the quietness to the area, rather than visitors 


who might choose it to enjoy a Spring day outside. 
It seemed to say they were crazy to be there now of all times, but all the same, was quiet. And as the creek 
slowed coming into the pond, their walking pace had slowed down too, as Don then seemed to bare his deeper, 


more vulnerable knowledge for Donald to take in. 


"Jeffs one of the kindest people in any band I've known | say that, even for the times he was coked out of his 


mind and blatantly ungrateful for what | did for him back then. With Mick.. Jeff has ALL the reason in the 
world to be angry with him now. 


"And he is. But he deserved to be angrier than he is. And he's trying to forgive him anyway. A lot sooner, and 
for a lot less than | would ask in his place. Needless to say, it still doesn't come easily for the situation As for 


that, it's not mine to tell. Maybe Jeff would, but-" 


| don't need to know what happened" Donald cringed. "With as traumatized as he's acted while I've been here, | 


don't think | want to either." 
"All the better, then" 


"Good to see we're on the same page. Now, as for Mick and this moving around in Lapse business, or whether 


or not he can even GET to it, THAT'S something that | wouldn't mind knowing, IF you wouldn't mind telling.” 


"Big if, right?" Don sighed, seeming to hold back a knowing smirk, but the tug of it vanished so quickly, it was 
undoubtable when he'd actually begun to think of the answer. 


"Well, in context of this time around, it might help to know beforehand that Mick and Jeff spent the tail end of 
January and most of February beginning to really talk it out. Don't be fooled by how | describe Jeff. It got 
nasty. Just ‘couse he's getting off easy doesn't mean it's not tough. And Mick's one of those guys who's 
almost always running around, laughing and partying. He's an avoider. If there's any possible way he can run 
from something that'll bother him, and it's temporary enough that it won't be around to deal with later, 
believe me. He will That's part of why you'll seldom see him upset at all, if you're around when he is. He might 


be the last of us you'll ever find moping around here." 


Ht IS a rare sight to NOT see, thats for sure. Can't hurt if it makes the three of us less conspicuous, aside from 
the few who'd know enough to see it. Takes one to know one -maybe that's why Neal and I know too. 


"This, on the other hand, isn't something that's just gonna go away with time itself. Didn't before, and he knows 
it won't this time either. He knew he had to start dealing with this mess with Jeff sooner or later as soon as 
the event hit. From the get-go. And he left the studio to take a few days at home after that first talk - 
before Jeff and | came back to lapse -absolutely wrecked. 


"Let me tell you something, Donald. I've known Mick over thirty-five years. Maybe you didn't go on ten-month 
long tours overseas in the heat of the scene, but | know you understand well enough. We've lived together, 
slept together, been around the world together, ended up in hospitals on different tours, dealt with the band 
disbanding and reforming together -you name it. There are few times I've seen him significantly worked over 
to begin with. And | can count on exactly one hand how many times I've seen him anything quite like that. 


That's including before and after the split." 


"Five times'th, two for that one instance. So, would | be wrong to go out on a limb and guess'th there was 


another event repeat in there?" 


They'd reached the end of the path, and had met an exit to an open road. Instead, Don stopped short and spun 
around on his heel to meet Donald with not a smirk, but a grin that was as much sneaky as it was uncertain 
Like he could hardly believe he could say his next words himself, despite being amused in that he indeed could, 
and Donald was already doing a double take before he'd said them. 


"You'd probably think I'd wish you were wrong." 
Alright, now THATS something interesting for ALL of us to know. 
"What mokes'th you not mind repeating stuff when it's a shitty time? 


"For one, this time was far worse than the other time we had to repeat. Its all relative, right? Ring a bell 
from earlier today?" Don began walking back down the path in the direction they'd come at an even slower 
meander that took all of Donald's patience and willpower not to outpace. "I knew I'd seen worse before. Puts a 


whole new meaning on ‘could be worse’. And sure nuff, it is now." 


Donald snorted. "Yeah, wish | could've been able to think like that a few weeks ago. If that's the worst | can 
think of, | don't want to know how it can" 


‘Its possible. | bet Allen's told you to be aware of that. And he's right. Though there is a point, from my 
experience, I'd suspect you're unlikely to get much lower. This now is one of the lowest of my lows -the only 
way it gets worse reliving stuff is if | have to relive cancer or drunk rehab, and I'd even be hard pressed to 


say that's so much worse than what I've got now for any other reason than personally feeling like death. 


"But even at that, with what we're dealing with -again -the problem wasn't Mick not being there a few days 
after. | was the one who fold him to take a few days at home anyway -he and Jeff needed time apart to 
process everything, and we all agreed it was for the better. That's not a decision | regret making. Twice now. 
What | didn't like was not knowing if he was okay after that. Y'know, first time it happened, | could see Jeff the 
next day and know about him. But Mick? Anyone's guess for a few days." 


Don shrugged. “Getting stuck here kind of draws that waiting out when it repeats -this was no different. But, if 
this event keeps going on the same track with regards to Jeff and Mick -setting all other parts aside, because 
there has been some extra tough stuff this time with Jeff -l already know they're gonna get over it, and | 
know they'll eventually be okay. Don't know when, but they will And with where we are in the event, now Mick's 
on his way back -he's not out of contact with us like he was for those few days. | know he's more or less 
alright. And he can pop back in here whenever he wants. Or get away within it, if he needs a break from what 
we're doing in the event while he has the chance to. Subconsciously, it doesn’t register as well to me while it's 
happening in the event, but whenever l'm here in between, | have that to remind myself. And maybe it sucks 
for now, but, what else are you gonna do? Take what's good that you can, ‘cause that might be the best you 
can get for the time being. I've learned that lesson the hard way with a few others." 


"All of which makes sense'th, and | believe it, but there's something you're not telling me in that" Having 


gotten a full three steps ahead of Don, Donald forced himself to a full stop on the trail. Just enough of an 
accusatory tone slipped through to make his point, but he bit it back to a subtle amount, hoping it would bring 


on more answers rather than chase them away. 
Don tossed back his head and chuckled quietly. 


“There's plenty l'm not telling you with just that. What's missing that you're looking for now? So | can get right 


to it before you can't sit on your hands any longer, anyway.” 


"With the case you're telling me, | take it you wouldn't attempt it with that in particular, since it's Jeff and 
Mick's to fix. But, say you saw a repeat coming, and even knowing what happened, you don't want it to happen 
again -or at least not that way. Are you saying you just let it happen and brace yourself for what you know's 
coming? | won't be one to deny that has its uses -hell, that'd be something when I'm not doing much different 
on what I'M repeating," said Donald darkly, "but I've heard enough where | wouldn't buy it if you told me 
there's no other choice. Thats just it -what else ARE you gonna do?" 


"You like to think things through, that can be just as good a thing as it is dangerous around here," Don quipped. 
"Oh, you have options alright.” 


Having gotten caught up and taken three steps ahead of Donald, he came to a stop once more at the start of 
the incoming trail they'd initially taken in from the road, and turned to stand facing the pond, just off the 
pavement and in the soft, waterlogged ground. From this side, the path to the right they'd taken in formed one 
half of a y-shaped split off the main path they'd since been up and down, with the path on the other side of 
the footbridge forming the left. 


Donald kept his heels on the pavement, but resigned to grounding himself too. 


"Technically, you have options. There are some things you can do to change what's happening -at least to a 
point. But you really do have to think it through, what could happen, and how many things would have to line 
up for that to happen And you gotta be the judge if its worth all the hoops to jump through -which might 


just depend on where you are and who all's involved, however you can slice that." 
"Its been done, or at least attempted, with different factors." 
"And with different results depending on it all.” 


"Y'know, it WOULD be too easy here if you could have a straight answer. Even after twenty fucking events and 


then some." 


"What'd | say about a rabbit hole?" Don shrugged. "I don't think anyone here believes the answers to anything 
related to it come as easily as the questions -for now. | may have some examples you'd find worthwhile if | 
dig through all these events I've seen. Maybe that's a discussion for another time. Though | know there are 


better to be heard around here that'll be more useful to hear first, so I'm not gonna waste time now -clearly, 


itll try the patience of someone who actually wants to know anyway. And | bet Allen's already got a lead on 


who could tell you." 
"Wouldn't surprise me." 
"Which part?" Don seemed to ask in jest, but there was a knowing edge to it. 


"Both. That he'd have a lead, and that you'd realize he did" 


With the very strong, sudden sense they had company, Donald looked to the side and cast a sidelong sneer 
toward a ruckus from the ground beside the pond on the other side of the footbridge, creek, and on the 
ground just past the other path of the y-split. He was met with the sight of two Chinese geese and several 
varieties of Mallard, Khaki Campbell, and Swedish ducks -all chasing after a girl dispersing a cup of grape- 
halves on the ground while silly-talking the crowd of birds she'd attracted. 


It only took him seconds to make a jab out of the nature of the scene, combined with feathered, dark blonde 


hair and bangs framing round cheeks and tinted glasses. 
"Albeit, | didn't realize Paicey had a secret lovechild with Stevie Nicks." 


Donald hadn't expected his snide remark would be found but so funny, but he was surprised to hear Don make 
the sound that had no better description than choking on air, before chuckling lowly. 


All the better he'd not attempted to talk to Don in the lounge, Donald suspected. A drink involved would have 


surely meant a spray in addition to choking. 


"Holy crap. | knew you were notorious for having a wicked tongue. Wasn't sure when I'd really see it, but that 


was better than I'd have guessed." 
"Yeah, and the scene itself is like a combination of something out of a fantasy, and a horror movie." 


The long-necked Chinese geese all but had their heads up against the girl's hips, and the sheer size of them 
and their persistent proximity and following with any movement she made indeed could have seemed terrifying 
at a glance. But with closer attention, they were just begging for the treats she'd brought. And, upon listening, 
were getting laughed at and playfully scolded. For if they would have just put their long necks down toward the 
ground, they would get the grapes before the ducks skittered in and stole it all 


"Though unless those birds ever figure out how to catch it out of the air coming down like the ducks do, they 
are being pretty stupid," Don mused. “Considering geese are known for being intelligent. You'd think after enough 
time, they'd anticipate where it'd fall." 


‘Strangely, they haven't. They're just looking where its coming from and not where its going to end up." Not 
sure what to make of the thought as it came to him, Donald made mental note to ponder any parallels later. 


"Anyway, on where we were, | could tell you who you oughta ask. But there's no point in me stealing Allen's 
fire when he's well enough to have it. Lord knows, | don't have it -best | can do is be glad for what we have 


here in Lapse now before we get swamped again. And just get crazier than we already are." 


Not just here. There's an entirely different way to get swamped in an event. Only took me one fo find out. Donald 


recognized the same dry and uninterested mood in Don, in muddling through their separate events. 


The ground under them outside the events was still muddy, but they had no issue standing in it -Donald found 
he'd unknowingly stepped entirely off the path, entirely into the mud as he was entirely into the investigation 
now. Apparently, the subject of his snide remarks didn't have an issue either, standing on the lower-lying bank 
which still had boggy patches of standing water in the grass, despite having one leg in some sort of air cast 


boot, covered in a plastic bag for protection 


"Looks like we're not the only ones who are feeling a bit hindered and stir-crazy. But that's okay," Don ceded, 
nodding with a smirk and sidelong glance toward the only other visitor eerily present, before turning back onto 
the trail, facing the split. "| bet half the reason Neal jumped in on this when he got back was that. Knowing 
that he's not the only one. Spend enough time here, and sometimes you'll wonder just how much we all feel in 
common when it's not as obvious as that one episode a couple weeks back l'm certain a lot of it doesn't even 
come from any of us, even if it relates to us. Some sort of connection we make with whatever and whoever - 
and however many people it might be making all this happen around us. Who the fuck knows? To me, it only 
seems to get stronger the more time you're around, and the deeper the events seem to feel. The more 


meaning they all had in our lives before, anyway." 
Feelings beyond ourselves, Donald reckoned internally. According to Neal, Mike had said something like that too. 


"Speaking of that, one thing we've really been talking about -Neal, Allen, and | -is how different its'th been for 
us with how these events go. Do you think there's any difference the first one makes? In all honesty, | might 
not care about finding out more than we've seen than | do finding out if I'm screwed in over the fucking head 


for coming in on a bad one." 
"Hmmph," Don murmured, leading him over the footbridge and onto the outward trail on the other side. 


"Never thought to ask too many others on that. | guess Mike's seen some variation for having less events. I'd 
think if you only have a few, maybe you'll get variation and maybe you won't. With the number I've seen, 
there's a ton. Can't say for sure how soon you'll see it when you've only seen one. But | started out with a 
tougher one -not nearly the worst, but difficult for sure. And from what I've seen, its not all bad. 


‘Sometimes, you get into an event and it's bad from the start and bad ‘til the living end. There there are the 
ones that you think are bad while it's happening, because it's crazy and your frustrated -next time you're 
sitting in lapse, you realize it's pretty funny in hindsight. Either that, or it was truly bad, but then you end up 
seeing something worse enough that it doesn't seem that bad anymore. | guess that's how | feel about my 


first one now." 


"So that's it. That's the gist of it, | guess If that can even BE an answer -probably not" 


"There's still a chance l'm fucked after the one | came from," said Donald plainly. "It's just not dead set in 


stone.” 


‘Ive had a lot of bad ones. A lot. But I've had a few that were really good too. If you ever have a more 
specific question in terms of events and what happens, maybe | could make an example of one. But right now, 
I'm on event number twenty-four for me, and don't ask me why | even bother with counting anymore. | can 
get behind telling a story now and then, but you can probably tell I'm a think-it-out-loud type rambler. I'm not 
a rambler like Kevin who's got the story memorized in perfect order to tell all, or the kind of mystic, mental 
travel-guide Mike is. So if you want me to run through them all in one day, it ain't happening. Especially when / 
don't want to. Even if you don't care whether or not | can make it interesting for you, or that I'll take enough 


tangents that two might take all day." 


| appreciate the consideration -and can understand the feeling.” Donald sneered. "I guess that'll be another 


question for Lanier. Or maybe we'll figure it out after asking everyone else." 


Don stayed quiet, having slowed down once again, gazing up at the clearing sky as they moved away from the 


pond and creek. 


"Y'know what? To really think of it straight-up, | dont think it's all bad, starting out rough. The more | see, 


every time someone arrives here, the more | think it." 


"Well, tell me then if it's something | dont know," quipped Donald, crossing his arms across his chest in a more 
nonchalant manner than he'd made the motion with in awhile. "| don't know about Allen, and the best I've got on 


Neal is still a hunch, but personally, | could use some good news'th." 


"Can't we all," mused Don. "If your starting point is reliving one of the harder points of your life from before 
the split, you have better chances of it getting better from there. Unless you have an all-new sort of thing in 
an event. Which can happen, and has -that's just a small part of what l'm dealing with now -but most of what 
we encounter is tied to something we've experienced before. So, you start at your worst -hypothetically, 
unless something new manages to top that, you don't have much of a place to go but up. No guarantees that 
you won't end up taking the slowest possible path there through what you could repeat, but hey.’ 


Donald snorted. "I bet I'll find it, if | don't get one of those freak new experiences." 
Don shrugged. 


"Well, anyone else here can say what they will about being too cynical, but at least you can only be pleasantly 


surprised with that expectation" 


"Expect the worst and hope for the best." Donald spat the old adage out like a pill too bitter to swallow. "Or 


don't even hope for as much as that." 


"Maybe not the healthiest way of thinking -or right for every one of us here. But | sure don't keep high hopes 
nowadays. What's even changed since | left my standard-world self behind?" 


"Aside from HAVING the hindsight to appreciate," Donald quipped, bouncing thought off the rhetorical question 
while dodging a true answer to Don himself. "At least thats what I'll dare hope to have when | get to some 


event worth reliving." 

"Yeah, it's funny too, how some things that were terrible when they happened first are nothing after 
everything that followed. Every now and then, you might get a sense if you have enough events where you 
know its going someplace better, and maybe then you can get your hopes up." 

Don chuckled dryly as they reached the end of the walkway. Back along the main road, just two blocks down 
from where they'd left it. Right beside the bus stop sign, wordlessly acknowledging their conversation was 


coming to an indefinite pausing point. A lapse of its own. 


Donald nodded as he stood back on the extended platform of concrete, while Don stayed poised to continue 
along his outdoor walk. 


Our talk with Mike is far from over.. and so is this one, he seemed to say. 


Don left, not with a word of farewell, but with a final thought tossed out before he turned and walked away, 
leaving Donald to ponder it and everything else he'd have to tell Allen that night. 


"Anyone else here? Maybe I'd call them a fool, or maybe they're a whole lot more brave than | ever will be." 
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" That's all. Or not even close." 


"We'll go back to him at some point. It's not like he didn't invite the possibility." Allen made a few concluding 


notes in his evidence book as Donald concluded filling him in on his conversation with Don Dokken. 


"Yeah, I'll just have to hope for another opportunity as easy as what | got yesterday, and | don't see it 
happening easily. At least if he's right, | really dont have but so much to worry about here -more than | 
already do" Donald shot Allen a skeptical look. "You're the one who started digging the hole before me -so what 


say you?" 
"What, with where you first split to?" 


Before Allen could say any further, a tapping came at the door in the pattern of striking by percussive 
fingertips on alternating hands, rather than the rapping of knuckles. The sound was distinctively different, but 
seemed to have not lost any power for it. Telling of the strength behind the fingers, and of the quick, bouncy 


cadences they were accustomed to producing. 
‘Oh, now look who's here." He reached over and opened the door. "Nice of you to join us." 


| see you two have been busy. Judging by the trees outside, I'm gone for only a few days -unless it's been a 
whole year -and look what | come back to," Neal quipped as he made his way inside, adjusting his long-billed 
newsboy hat. If he'd been in an event, its ever-presence was telling of his state of mind still being in 1981 or 


earlier. 


"Yeah, you've got yourself some homework to do alright. Gotta catch up on what you missed; it's been awhile. 
Though maybe not so much for you," Allen joked back, using his thumb to fan the pages he'd written up, 
before standing and setting it down opened on the keyboard. He backed up to lean casually against the opposing 


wall. 


"Fine with me if it's interesting.” Neal settled down on the now-vacant end of the bench beside Donald and 
began to look over the pages, taking in the sections Allen had starred, with the intention of reading through 
more thoroughly later in the evening. 


"| guess as Don would put it, depends on what your definition of interesting is, and wherever the hell you've 


been. Though, for twenty-four events'th, I'm glad he didn't describe each one like Mike did" 


"No, I'd be glad too; my walk with Mike was long for me, and I'm not scared of hiking it a distance. | see Allen is 
also glad -if for nothing else than the sake of his hand" Neal smirked as he looked through the notes. "And if 
Mike had been in more events, | don't think he'd go through each one, even if he is a talented storyteller.” 


"Speaking of storytelling, you may have all you need to know of what you missed in the last three days in 
front of you, but you haven't told us if you've got anything of note to add with where you've been," Allen 
piped up from behind. "I won't ask it of you right now when you just got back, but if you could hop on it in the 
next few days, just saying, it wouldn't be a bad thing." 


"| dunno, can he get through an event in three days'th quick enough to have anything interesting happen?" 


Donald sneered, but it wasn’t entirely critical. 


"I've got through my first one pretty quick, but if you could even call what | just saw an event, it's not even 
getting started, and | ain't seen nothing yet. Or it's only the beginning, maybe | should put it" Neal pointed to 


reference Allen's last personal thought entry before seven whole pages crammed with notes. 
"| have a lis‘thp, not a stutter," Donald deadpanned in response to Neal's unintended pun 
The smaller keyboardist rolled his eyes and crashed his face into his palm once again. 


| think Don about called it. This just keeps getting better and better." Allen had to restrain a fully amused grin, 
but his lips hiked up enough to show the tips of his protruding outer incisors, and he clasped his hands 
together over his sternum with delight. "So, Bruce is back?" 


"Yeah, getting settled. Or really, went right to the other room with Gratz to go to sleep. We didn't have to do 
any driving to get back here this time -and l'm glad, ‘cause the last drive was nearly twenty-six hours -but 


we still managed to exhaust each other somehow. Unsurprisingly.’ 


Its not a bad time for him to take advantage of," mused Allen. “Albert ran himself down with Ritchie and Ray 
yesterday. He still might have enough of the bounce knocked out of him that Bruce might actually get more 


than four hours uninterrupted without him running around the halls." 
Neal shuddered. "Do | even want to imagine that combination? | think I'd need a drink if | did" 


"| can give witness'th account that Eric didn't enjoy it too much." Donald almost managed a laugh. "To his credit, 


he managed to keep them from starting a fire or knocking the building down without any help from John 


Lodge." 


"He has my respect, and condolences," said Neal flatly, continuing to skim over the pages. "Both Eric and John 
Wonder if he's more glad we're back or that Kevin's finally coming back into his head after that fever." 


Donald fixed Neal with a look. "You don't even know. And you missed what we had to witness once again 


"Well, forget that. It's over now," Allen decided. "We have one less missing in action, and you, Neal, didn't end up 


MIA. for an unexpected length of time again yourself.. not to deny the possibility of it ahead." 
"Yeah, and I'll make sure | read the rest of it before | go to bed tonight for that reason" 


"Just as well. | might need to make note of something here in a second" Allen walked forward to stand just 
behind the piano bench. "Just before you made your second reappearance, Donald asked a question -maybe you 


can give your answer on it too." 
Neal raised his eyebrows and looked to his left. "Oh, really? Something to do with what Don's said so far?" 


"Well, aside from being a bit out of my mind in my first, though not in the worst way for me, by any means, 
yeah. I'd be concerned of reliving far worse than I've seen as of now. There's certainly worse we -the five of 
us, Buck, Eric, the brothers and myself -have been through that we could go through again. Some might even 
say what we've faced together isn't but so bad. And then we get something like Mike Pinder's trip related to 
song lyrics, who knows what might happen" 


Donald sneaked a look over his shoulder. "Duly noted. Still, | can appreciate that. Aside from a small bit of 
lyrical potential, you and | might be looking in opposite directions." 


"Well, | think | can figure out well enough what the question was without being asked," Neal quipped, standing up 
to allow Allen room to sit back down and take notes. "You already know what happened in my first event, which 


arguably was the lowest point -for me personally. Can't say the same for everyone else. Jump to the late 80s, 


and it'll be Gratz and Gary having a hard time." 


"Anything notable that seems prone to being an event during either of those periods?" Allen was frantically 
scribbling notes. How he managed to glance over his shoulder to Neal and not wind up with something illegible 


was beyond Donald as he watched. 


"| guess that does seem like one way to predict things," Neal pondered. "Depends on what part of the late 80s | 
look at. There was definitely tension between Gary and Kevin around late ‘84 and ‘85 with Wheels Are Turnin 
and the craze that made. But they were still good friends for the most part, aside from clashing differences in 
lifestyle that hadn't been there so much before. We could probably see an event or two out of there, though 
it wouldn't be terrible for anyone. Now, come ‘817 getting around Life As We Know H, everything started to 
slowly fall apart, and if anything were to repeat around that time, | can't think of anything else that'd be more 
likely to come up than Alan and Gary being on their way out. And that won't be fun for anyone, but Alan won't 


be having the best time, and Gary's really gonna be the one who suffers." 


"And you've already seen warning signs that could come," added Allen, wincing in unison with Neal at the 


mention, despite not facing him to know. 
"How ‘bout the early 80s?" asked Donald “That's what you say you've gotta look out for anyway.’ 


‘Oh, pssssh!" Neal waved a hand through the air. "I've already accepted that we'll be hanging out there a lof, 
and tough noogs if I've got a problem with it. We had a lot of action though ‘80 and 'BI -that was when we 
really became a big act. Both leading up to the album and after its release, and | can see the logic to Don's 
theory there. I've relived the worst possible night during that time period | could, right out of the chute, so | 
doubt it'll get much worse than that, and there are good things from that time | wouldn't mind seeing again. 
Though, | didn't exactly recover in one day, so | suspect I'll have a hard time getting away from it with 
everything we could relive that would overlap with that. I'll be seeing more of it, for sure. I'm not so worried 


about the rest of it though -that's a walk in the park compared to what I've already done." 
"So it sucks for your bandmates with where you have left to go now, but maybe not for you as much as it 
could. Aside from being involved one way or another while they're going through it. Which can be just as bad -l 


know-" 


"Oh, don't even get started. And could be for me if enough new things hit too," Neal agreed "Guess I'll find out 
when | get to them if they're worth scrambling to fight off 


"All and all, quite a different answer from both Donald and |. Still not any more surprising. I'd suspect its not 
even close to how much variation we'll see. Sooner or later. Once we get around to asking others, as fast as 
that happens.” Allen marked the date at the top of the page as he completed his latest addendum to the set of 
notes with Neal's input. 


"Wow," said Neal, watching him. "I actually came back in the same MONTH On the very last day possible 
though, so you could maybe say | didn't entirely overdo it" 


| say, for a month that's only thirty days, it's been a long one," Allen scoffed. "Good riddance!" 
Donald cocked an eyebrow. "You can say THAT again." 
"Its been a long month when | missed the first ten days of it too, still in the snow." 


"That too," said Allen, setting the notebook back down. "And six and a half months before it. Maybe Eric and 
the others were onto something with sleeping through it -then I'd have only dealt with nine days." 


"But would we be where we are now?" Neal flipped back through to the notes Allen had put together, 
anticipating his return, and his plans ahead of it. 


‘Oh, that's the catch, wouldn't you know." Leaning back against the wall with folded arms, Allen smirked and 
bent a knee forward to casually plant the sole of his shoe against the vertical surface behind him. "It'd be too 


easy to see the point of everything if there wasn't one." 
"And now we can all see why Don calls'th it a ‘rabbit hole’ 


"Yes, and there's not much point in wondering where we would be otherwise, other than just for fun, is 


there?" 
Neal brandished his deadpan expression. 


"Outside of an event, there's no going back to find out now." 


May 2nd, 2019: We Were Fools, We Called Her Liar 
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Heavy, irregular footsteps indicative of an unusual gait sounded in the hallway outside the mostly-empty social 
lounge and kitchen, save for one person sitting, lone at the kitchen island, flipping through the pages of one of 


countless, classic Greek novels. 


A large, digital clock on the opposite wall read 8:30, when the footsteps breaking the silence gave way to the 
loud click of a door opening by a push bar latch. 


"You're up early," greeted Allen, looking up from his book. "For you, anyway. / don't have a standard for that." 


Donald shook his head and blew a sigh through the corner of his mouth, sliding straight over to the coffee pot 
with a gait slightly more uncoordinated than his typical one already tended to be. 


"Not up early by choice," he muttered, pouring himself a cup. 


"Oh?" Slipping a guitar pick between the pages, Allen flipped his book shut and set it down next to his own, 
abandoned coffee mug, which had been through the process with him three times already. Or possibly four. 


He'd lost count. It was too easy to lose count as the morning went on, and as it added on and faded into 


however many other mornings had started the same way, of which he'd also stopped counting. 


"Reb and Jeff are getting the fucking joy of night terrors again. After two weeks, just when you might dare to 
think they'd finally stopped." Donald slumped himself down in a chair on the other side of the island. "Aside 


from kicking all the blankets down -and that's assuming his bed doesn't get bumped off the exact spot that 
keeps it from squeaking at every single goddamn move -at least Jeff is pretty quiet about it" 


Whether intended for emphasis, or just by coincidence, Donald paused to drink half his coffee in two gulps as if 
tossing back something far stronger. Perhaps for the placebo effect of the motion as much as waking up too. 


"And by that, | take it-" 


"Reb is not." Setting the mug back down heavily with a louder chunk’ than he'd intended, Donald flinched. Perhaps 
that had done more to wake him up than with the stimulant it contained. 


Allen recalled a smaller event related to the one haunting Reb now, which had occurred in early February from 
the nights immediately around it in Lapse. That had been awful even with help from Alice Cooper and Paul 
Taylor. 


"Screaming?" 


"Only until it woke John Lodge up next door," retorted Donald. "Thankfully he was there and not down in the 
common room, or who knows how long itd have taken to get him quieted down. Or how many others he'd have 
woken up at 5:30. Might be enough to get my own nightmares going again as is. Not that | ever fell back asleep 


well enough to find out." 


Allen cringed. "I take it Don was helping Jeff already. Not sure if he'd be as much help to Reb if he tried with 
him though. Depending on how he was, it might have been wise he didn't" 


"Yeah, he said a few things the other day that made me wonder how well they're getting on. Like l'm one to 
judge though. Conventional isn't how any of my projects functioned. Or function, here, anyway." 


"| don't think any of us could define conventional with how we all did things differently in some way or another 
back in the day. You got bands traveling to shows with a car and a box truck, bands in buses and planes -l'm 
not listing all that. Maybe someone here would want to call Winger conventional with with how well they fit 
their talent together and understand each other and such, with hardly any trouble. But majority of bands out 
there in their day were at each other's throats -literally, if you ask Don about that next time you talk to 
him." Allen snorted. "To think that was more common at least if you're not gonna call it conventional. And sadly 


So. 


‘Pretty sad that some of us being basket cases mentally seems to be more common around here lately," 
Donald added, glaring darkly into his now mostly empty mug. "Just when one of us starts getting better, 


someone else gets it worse, and it sets everyone else back off again 


"Actually, that's not far from truth these last few months." The snide tone dropped out of Allen's voice, and 
the corners of his mouth drooped ever so slightly with a sad tiredness. "I'd offer to have Reb come up and 


stay with us on the seventh floor instead. Where at least he wouldn't wake us up any more often than we 


would be otherwise, since it's not like any of us are used to sleeping through the whole night. But, then again, 
Albert and Joe might keep hm from getting whatever sleep he can get. He'd probably lose more from being up 
with us than wed lose from having him with us. And if that didn't start a bad cycle and make his problem 
worse, it wouldn't help it any faster.” 


"Yeah, how's THAT for an example of too many hoops'th to jump through? Especially when it probably won't 
FIX it -what's even the POINT?" 


Allen smirked and slowly slid out of his chair and the casual, figure-four position he'd been in for the last half 
hour, and stood leaning against the island to wait for the circulation to return to his numbed left leg. 


"| see you're awake now. Starting to get emphatic about it” 


"Funny, I'd have sooner expected Neal to be chipper in the morning than you," Donald muttered, purposefully 
flattening his tone a level just to spite Allen 


Knowing tiredness well enough, and not being one to tease over such a matter, Allen held back an amused 
chuckle as he limped to the sink through residual pins and needles, and the awkward, heavy feeling in their 


wake. 


Either he's starting to let his guard down with me, or he's got it up high as ever and is just more himself since that 
event. Guess Hl find out. 


"You know, with Jeff getting it too, it could be a sign they're getting ready to go back into their event for a 
bit. They might not be here in Lapse for a few days. Which could end up being a good thing for us in disguise, 


going by what Don said -and it is true. Strict separation in an event will carry over to Lapse." 


"Guess one of us better ask Mike to tell us if Kip Winger shows up soon, if one of us are going to try talking 
to him." 


"IIl find Mike while you're out tonight if you'd really rather not" Allen froze with the sink nozzle in hand down 


in the basin, rinsing out his coffee mug. 


"Hey, now that | think of it -probably speaking of Mike -back it up a minute. You said John Lodge had to come 
over from the other room. So Gary didn't get to Reb first?" 


"He wasn't there in the room when | got back last night around 2:00." Donald shrugged. "Neither was Cronin. 
Don't ask me why.’ 


"Strange. Maybe they were out having a good time since Kevin's finally better -and they want to make sure 
they do it before it rains again?" Allen's gaze floated up over his glasses to fix the TV mounted on the ceiling 
on the corner of the room with an exasperated look as he bent down to retrieve a clean dish towel from a 


drawer. 


It was on the continuously-running weather scanner, sure enough, showing another system coming in for the 


weekend, and that in exactly twenty-four hours, it might already be coming down for Friday. 


"That's what | thought then. Except | haven't seen Neal this morning. He wasn't in his bed, far as | knew. None 
of them were." Taking over Allen's place at the sink to wash his own mug, Donald sneaked a suspicious look 


around the room to make his point. "And | see he's not up here either." 


In fact, the large social lounge running continuous with the kitchen was practically empty, when it was around 
the time that Neal might be up in it, Alan would be for sure, and maybe Bruce and Kevin, depending on the day 
and whatever era their latest event had their mindset in. Even at that, in such a large building with suggested 
quiet hours, they didn't stay up nearly as late as they would on the road, which meant earlier wakeup 


regardless. 


"Unless'th you have any other ideas where he'd be, | have a hunch. Or HAVE you seen him or any of the 


others since last night? 


"Well, he wasn't with me in the hideout. Not that I'd have a good idea about too many other places from 
there," admitted Allen. "I know Eric didn't warn me we had guests in our room last night. Usually he does when 
| spend the night away, so | doubt any chance they were up there. Come on; let's check downstairs in the 
common room. | bet if Neal's not there and we don't see any of his bandmates, we can ask one of the others 


about the other bedroom. That oughta give us a good idea at the least." 


Allen was already walking through the social lounge to the back door by the time he'd finished his suggestion, 
rather than the one incoming from the second floor halfway. With little choice aside from following him or 

finding him later, Donald followed after. The back door opened directly into the stairwell, and down one flight to 
the bottom put them between the two sets of doors -the exit door, and the set that opened to the common 


area across from the smaller laundry facility. 


So in the evenings when the common room got more unruly than usual, there indeed was a path in the most- 
easily accessible door from the street side of the building that easily bypassed it entirely -assuming the 
lounge was the lesser of two evils on each particular night. Though his nerves were handling the unrest in the 


common room better over the last couple of weeks, Donald took note just in case the path proved useful later. 


The common area was still surprisingly quiet for the time of day, but Ray, Mike, and John were spending the 
morning together. A guitar lay at John’s feet while he flipped through a book, and Ray and Mike were having a 


conversation of their own 
Or, more likely, it seemed all three had been talking together, until Mike and Ray went on a tangent of subject 
John was not as familiar with. So he'd opted to step aside from the conversation, but remained to enjoy their 


company, as he still could despite not sharing the interest in the current subject. 


He was the first to look up when Allen and Donald entered from their stairwell. 


"Oh! Good morning," he greeted. 


‘Morning, John" Allen pointedly took a look through the common area, and for kicks, looked to his left through 
the glass wall before the laundry room, which was also empty. "Not bad to see you -and funny how quiet it is 
between both here and upstairs." 


"Unless everyone was out late and are sleeping in extra to compromise,’ said Donald, deflecting anything that 


might have seemed too suspicious in Allen's remark. 


"Well, Don Dokken went out to walk just a few minutes ago. Trouble sleeping, | suppose. Jeff and Reb had a 
right difficult time last night, and | suspect they're both trying to rest so they don't become ill again so soon," 


John figured. "Is there anyone you were looking for? | can't promise | know, but I'll certainly tell if | do." 


"Well, it's pretty unusual when Alan Gratzer and Neal are here to not have come upstairs by this point -it's a 


little after 9:00 now. Depending on the morning, Bruce and Kevin too." 


"Ah, | believe we might know something about that indeed. Though | would have been with Reb at that time and 
wouldn't have seen it myself," John admitted. "Ray?" 


"Yes, Alan and Bruce were packing up around 3:00 -they're in our room," said Ray. "I believe they were headed 


off, and that it must be some rather strong event for them to be in such a rush to pack at that hour." 
| suspected that might be it-" 


"And at least as far as | saw -granted, | wasn't paying as much attention to what was around me in that 


moment -l| don't think | saw the others in the bedroom next door while | was with Reb," John added. 


"You didn't," said Donald. "It'd be pretty hard for you to see them when they weren't there. Not when | went 
to bed, or when | got up." 


"-well, nobody's seen Kevin, Gary, or Neal since last night; if Alan and Bruce were packing, I'd bet they're all 
together,” Allen concluded. 


"Did you need them for anything?" asked Mike. 
"Is not urgent. Now that | know, it'll just have to wait until whenever | can see them; thank you." Allen 
continued past the common room then, up the short set of stairs and into the main part of the first floor 


hallway. 


Donald followed him through the inner stairwell roundabout to the straightaway section of the hall, where they 


ducked into the hideout a couple doors down. 


“Guess'th earlier this week was the start of an event after all," he remarked, sitting down at the piano bench 
while watching Allen pick up and fold the blanket he'd crashed with there overnight. "And | can't tell whether | 


should be jealous of them or glad it's not me. 


"Depends on what happens in it, and | guess Neal will answer that whenever he does get back -whoever knows 
how long that'll be. That settles it then We're on our own again today. And if they're gonna be gone in an event 
awhile -which I'd suspect is more likely with all of them together, we might as well make the most of it" Allen 
shrugged and pulled a cheerful grin in jest. "Cover what ground we can on our own, and that way we'll only deal 
with whatever we need Neal for when he gets back and gets caught up." 


"Good thing Neal caught up to everything before he left. He'd be in some trouble if he left already having work 
stacked up." 


"Yeah, about that. I'd like to have a word with him," Allen quipped, sliding past a few tables and chairs along the 
back wall to access the window, which he slid open before lighting a cigarette. So the stupid fire alarm doesn't 
scream, because they make them so hypersensitive these days. And Ritchie sets it off for fun often enough 
"Joking, of course. He's not controlling when he gets in and out of events -or at least not yet as far as he's 
aware. That's what I'd like to see if we can find out about in the next couple of days, anyway. Preferably 
starting Today." 


"So who do you have a lead on?" 


“Anyone who's seen two or more events, if I'm going to be honest on who's probably gotten enough footing. 
But, given possibilities of things to relive, | imagine someone from Deep Purple could tell us a few things. 
Considering all they've been through as a band, the few events they've had are likely, eventful, if you will" 
Allen shrugged. "Bad pun" 


Donald shook his head with an expression that silently expressed a groan, but didn't quite feel the need to tell 
Allen off. 


"| figure we may as well start easy with them to get an idea of just how much that is." 
"Not that there are many of them here to start with And you say that like they're ALL difficult to a point." 


"That's because it's up in the air. | don't think it should be hard, not necessarily, said Allen. “Though | probably 
should mention Ritchie got in a fight with our road crew once -in Blue Oyster Cult -when he was with Rainbow, 


so | don't know what he thinks of us. Of course, with him, you'd have to wonder even without a fight." 
"Yeah, didn't take long to figure THAT out for myself." 


"And he's not here now, but good ol Glenn Hughes got a snootful of something other than all that blow 
because of something Eric said once. Don't ask me what -I don't know. Probably something | don't want to 


know." 


"And yet they wonder why | was iffy with strangers back in the day," sneered Donald. 
"So while /don't have bad blood directly with anyone in Deep Purple, it's not the best: 


"If you're asking for backup, get to the point" Despite the electric keyboard being powered off, Donald struck 
his fingers against a dissonant chord with a pointed flick of his wrist, and the toneless thunking of the keys 

whispered the message well enough. "I know you have me figured out well enough to know thats'th not going 
right over my head. And | know you know how conflicted | am about that. Granted, I'm also conflicted when | 


don't really have much blood at all with them aside from Ritchie-" 

"-Starting his spats in the common room for fun. Yes, | saw that from Exile," admitted Allen. "| won't force 
anyone into anything. You wouldn't be interested in coming along, | know. But, if you're willing, which can be a 
different matter..." 

"Who do we start with?" 


"Just Jon Lord and lan Paice -or one of the two if we catch them apart. | think we're more likely to see them 


together though. And during the talk, | say we won't be shocked if they get a little testy, but don't expect it” 
"Fair enough. Not like / didn't at least FEEL testy with Don Dokken at a point." 

"We'll play it easy," Allen continued. "And be as accommodating as possible to make them comfortable sharing 
whatever they choose to on their own. They've had a traumatic history in standard, some of which must have 


been repeated by now. If anyone has a neutral mind to analyze anything they might say, it's you." 


"Then I'll take notes, you handle the conversation itself, and add anything afterward | don't catch, or whatever 
you think of with whatever the hell you've seen here that | haven't yet." 


"If that's what you feel up to, that's a plan" Allen shrugged. "Its all voluntary, don't you know?" 

"And you know what you want to ask them anyway." 

"Meet me back here around noon. | doubt we'll find them anytime before then, and if we do, they might not be 
in the mood to talk. And | have things upstairs to take care of." Allen's tone turned dreading. "Better see if 
Albert and Joe went to bed, or if there was any damage last night if they didn't. And if Eric and Buck need any 
help cleaning up." 


"You weren't there." Donald snorted. "I'd say itsth not your problem." 


"Technically, no." Allen stubbed the cigarette out on the sill and shut the window. "But, it's just a part of life 
with my bandmates. | didn't appreciate it for what it was until Albert left the band, and now its back again 


Donald shook his head, not bothering to state his thought aloud Some of your preferences are beyond me. 


"By the way, | can't guarantee this place isn't any less spooky at night when it's all dark" Allen motioned around 
the small space. "But if the night terrors continue and you think that's the greater of evils, you're welcome to 
camp out in here. It's not like it hasn't been done without problems." 


| survived with less'th sleep around here back in March, but I'll decide tonight if I'm up on that offer. And 
HOPE that our meeting today doesn't influence that decision" 


Allen sighed deeply. 


"I hope so too." 


It wasn't until 1:00 o'clock that Allen successfully returned down to the common area to find Jon Lord and lan 
Paice present together, but he chose to be grateful the extra hour hadn't allowed Donald enough time to 


become unnerved by the chance either would be combative. 
Both were grateful that concern had been unnecessary anyway. 


"Forgive me if | shouldn't ask -l'd rather when there's no one else here as in the evenings," piped up Jon. "The 
two of you seem to have had a lot on your mind lately, as well as Neal, and I'm concerned with all of them 


going off again. If there's any way | can help-" 


"Don't apologize for asking. Funny enough, | was just about to ask -and maybe you can, though | think it's all a 
coincidence with REO having another event while everyone else seems to still be stuck here . The real question 


is if you'd be willing to talk about just that.” 


"Events, you mean?" Jon pinched his lips together and blew out the air in his cheeks silently. "That and the 
nature of how things work here certainly is something Paicey and | have thought about, though we don't often 
speak of it. It tends to stir up a fuss when it's brought up. Should | also ask if you're willing?” 


"| wouldn't ask to talk about what l'm not willing to, and | don't intend to start a fight," replied Allen, letting 


confusion show. 


‘lm willing," Donald added, in case Jon's question was aimed toward him. "I might be new, but | think a few of 


us here are more willing after whatever the hell happened here a couple of weeks ago." 


Jon raised his eyebrows. “That was indeed, and that does explain when | noticed the three of you -and Kevin 
became a lot less quick to deny it and argue over it. | cant say the same of Ritchie with refraining from 


arguing back toward him, though he's become a lot more scarce to us." 


"Related to an event?" 
I'm not seeing the signs of one yet, for the ones | have seen. Unless he's in one that we're not." 


"Maybe we ought to talk about this." Paicey looked toward Jon. "It can't be as difficult as the conversation we 
had last fall. It certainly can't hurt, if it doesn't help. We have learned a few things, but haven't fully thought 
them through with another perspective." 


"lts just us here now, all of us are on good terms, and we'll keep our voices low just in case," Allen offered. 


“Anything of note with any events you've had -first of all, | should probably ask how many?" 


"Well, of the ones the two of us have had a part in, we've had two that weren't so significant aside from 


Ritchie Blackmore and lan Gillian having their strange sorts of arguments it's best we not detail," Jon began. 


"We didn't directly witness most of what happened in those anyway, so there's not much detail we do know," 
explained Paicey. "But to put it lightly, what we were able to gather was a bit embarrassing.” 


Jon winced. "Neither of those were repeated occurrences exactly the same as before, but weren't anything 
out of the ordinary compared to other incidents -perhaps unfortunately so. There was a third of the sort, 
from the time after lan Gillian and Roger left. Of which was just Ritchie setting off the fire alarm at a hotel 
on tour, which | hardly think is anything different than what you've seen when he's set it off here. If there 
was anything of note in lapse with that -| believe you probably remember it -the fire alarm was going off far 


more often last Spring." 


"Yes, | remember, and aside from frequency, | don't think its much different either. If you don't think it 


matters, you don't have to talk about it," assured Allen. "How many others?" 
"Another three," said Jon. 
"Near exact repeats of past occurrences," Paicey added. 


"Would any of those be well known about and called an isolated ‘event’ in standard as well as here? Or implied 


stuff that happened over a continous'th span?" 


| JUST got to thinking this, if one is more common than the other on repetition, Donald had scribbled down on the 


note page, before seeking an answer. 
Allen cast a sidelong glance down to the note. 


Good call to make -and at an opportune time in this discussion to ask -before it interrupts the flow of the details, 
he thought, and / dont doubt far better will be made with more strides made against paranoia here. 


"We had one event from a well-known incident," said Jon matter-of-factly. "Cal Jam ‘14. Made the news. That 


was when Ritchie blew up the stage. The other two could have happened at anytime with how the nights ran 
together, aside from the final events of the second of the two. | believe they sort of connected, in that they 
had to do with our decision to disband in I116, though they happened separately.’ 


Paicey didn't say anything this time, but had a stony, serious look Some combination of dread, and restrained 
anger, which led Donald to keep taking weary glances as he continued his written thoughts. 


Don Dokken didn't go into full detail, but implied a lot of his repeat, isolated, split-world events’ (trying to keep this 
terminology from being too unclear for whoever Lanier addresses with this -yes, that means YOU -is fucking 
tedious, because | have fo make it THAT much more complicated for you to understand and not mix things up no 
wonder he finds the need for pounding down spiked coffee and chain smoking at 8:00 o'clock in the morning) were 
connected by what else was going on when they happened, and he's had long-running and continuous’ ones over 
entire periods of time. Those might have formed separated events if he hadnt relived them chronologically and had 
unrelated, isolated events happening in between Or do all his twenty-four events really count as isolated events 
when some of them could count as one big one that just didn't happen in order? On the contrary, Mike's relived 
events were all isolated incidents that seemed fo have happened in one point in time in the standard world 
However, he’s only had TWO of those he was directly involved in, which doesn't give much to judge by -and 
nothings fo say there CANT eventually be MORE fo deal with his departure from the band Already, there've been 
only three "significant" events Jon admitted, and two are related enough he could consider them one that was 


subdivided 


"Any of those you'd rather discuss first, for as far as you're willing to share?" Allen looked over at Paicey 


thoughtfully. "Perhaps with what's easiest 


"Cal Jam wasn't as traumatic, I'd say," said Jon. "It was just one night and over with quickly, though things 
were quickly going downhill with Ritchie afterward, and lan was particularly frustrated. I'd say | know why, but | 
probably understand only the causes and surface of it -it's not something we cared to talk much about once 


it was over." 


He motioned to Paicey, who spoke with a carefully-placed calm tone, trying to shove down something less 
pleasant. 


"Well, for one, that always aggravated me because of how many dangerous decisions were made -from the 
crew member who agreed to Ritchie's demand to pack the cabinet with gunpowder, to add far too much on top 
of that, and Ritchie doing it at a highly secured event where there would be more trouble than there normally 
might. | love Ritchie to death, but not every day with him is guaranteed to be fun, and when they're not, you 
never know how trying they will be. Second, what happened was especially dangerous with where | was in 
relation to the cabinets, and I'm not Ritchie or Glenn simply running away from the explosion onstage -you 
cannot run with a drum kit, and | refuse to ruin a performance doing so unless everyone is having to evacuate 
-so | took a full blast and felt quite ill afterward in addition to losing my glasses. But, at least that was only 
temporary and could be fixed. Though | still snapped at David while | was upset afterward in spite of the fact 
-it wasn't called for, and I'm not proud of myself for that.” He sighed huffily. "However, what was most 


frustrating this time was we knew what was happening, and | feel like Jon and | tried to adjust our approach 


with Ritchie to see if he'd be less irate.” 


"We did, and yet it still quite literally blew up in our faces," quipped Jon, with both a forced chuckle and a tinge 
of regret in his tone, in the need to lighten the mood. 


"Try as you might, sometimes it does feel that way, oddly enough," Allen sympathized. "You'll have to pardon 
my own lack of knowledge here; the explosion at Cal Jam is no secret and | did hear about it in the day, but 
the reason behind Ritchie being upset that night wasn't so heavily publicized back at the time for people to 

know. What happened leading up to it all onstage, and what did you do differently -if you'll tell?" 


"Of course," said Jon. "When we were offered a place at the festival by promoters -you've got to understand 
before anything else, Ritchie wasn't fond of such festivals. Our management wanted it; none of the rest of us 
were against it, so it came down to seeing if there was any condition Ritchie would be willing to play it under. 
Now, | was not part of the phone conversation between Ritchie and our management with the festival 
promotors. | can't say what he specifically asked for. | do know that he asked for the performance time to be 
late in the lineup -preferably after dark, so perhaps one of the last two bands to perform for the night. There 
were other things we could never get him to specify he was upset about. However, when we arrived, they had 
scheduled us earlier in the afternoon and were requesting we go on -Ritchie became upset and rather 
combative, locked himself in his dressing room and refused to go on, and held up the show. | do believe he 
wanted to refuse to play entirely, but by that point, the band as a whole was receiving threats from 
management both on our side and the event side, and the rest of us were willing to play despite it not meeting 


his conditions, so we all tried to get Ritchie to reconsider." 


"And this time, | think we did opt to stop pleading at his door for him to change his mind sooner than before,” 
explained Paicey. "Because we knew he wouldn't play as early as they asked, and it was only getting him upset 
with us. But, we also knew management -both ours and the event oversight -would insist we play, and that 
while we would be late, eventually he would have to come onstage earlier than he requested. We still had to do 
that to a point -to warn him that management would force him out onstage eventually, not that he was 
grateful for it, or that | expected he would. But once he slammed the door on me, | didn't keep going like | did 
back in the day -l told Jon to leave it; we'd tried and he wasn't accepting it" 


"It was a small change, even if management took right over as soon as Paicey and | stopped what he probably 
saw as us opposing him. We weren't expecting Ritchie would be happy to perform just for that," Jon continued. 
"Maybe it was a bit too far, but we'd hoped, maybe if he was just slightly less riled up, he wouldn't request 
the gunpowder. Of course he'd still destroy a Stratocaster, and perhaps even use another to destroy the 
onstage camera. Which he of course did the first time, and as bad as that was, | found it halfway appropriate 
for being aimed exclusively at the event staff he was truly upset with. But, he still blew the stage up -he 
always found that amusing in hindsight, so | doubt he warned his roadie not to put in so much powder this 
time. That's as much as there is to it | could tell." 


Paicey nodded. "I've said all there is that's not simply complaining further about what happened." 


„Both times booked the festival with initial apprehension.. Both times Ritchie demanded conditions that were NOT 


honored.. Both times, the band was late to the stage, but still earlier than Ritchie's preferences.. THS time, Jon and 
lan were smart enough to know that their previous actions hadnt helped, Donald scrawled. They still displayed them 
fo a point because of being in a helpless position with event staff, but did not pester him with requests to go along 
with what management asked ad nauseum.. Perhaps agreeing to the festival a second time in the first place 

WASN'T so wise, knowing how management can turn such claustrophobic gatherings of insanity into a shitstorm? 
Had to experience one myself where gear got stolen -festival management and staff are USELESS for the big talk 
they'll put out to the very musicians allowing THER festival fo even exist. | can see how Jon and lan got shoved 
about in this same as even WE were, as well as why Ritchie didn't want any part of it. Ritchie's thoughts on this 
event would be useful fo hear, but getting ahold of him might be putting my life in THS world on the line, if thats 
possible. How ironic | even give it a thought after hearing all THS, not to mention our previous interactions havent 


been the best. 


"It appears you indeed gave it some thought after the first time, and since being here," mused Allen. "So, going 
by that -and this is something | heard Alan Gratzer and Kevin Cronin discussing, and something I've thought 
about -do you believe that because you can choose to do things differently at times in events, you can make 


things change on reliving them?" 


"I think it's entirely possible." Paicey gazed over the tops of his glasses, and his tone lifted into something 
rather optimistic. "It's scary in that you don't know what you're getting yourself into with it, and | think that's 
part of why talking about it usually leads to a lot of arguments when everyone is in the same room. But 
depending on what happened before, it might seem worth trying. It's certainly more likely to change by doing 
things differently than by doing everything the same." 


Because expecting a difference from everyone doing the same makes a whole lot of sense, doesnt it? Thats 


insanity for you. 
Allen chuckled. "That's what they call the definition of insanity." 


Donald suspiciously flinched up to see if Allen had glanced down to his notes. Unlikely; he'd have to turn his 
entire body around with the angle he'd positioned himself in, facing Paicey and Jon. 


Alright, THAT was eerie (Allen, you'll realize EXACTLY when I wrote the previous line when you go over this -and 
by what | know, you'll probably find it amusing) „Not that avoiding it makes anyone here immune to the controller's 
own insanity. And if we have to bring up cliche sayings, great minds in fact DO think alike. Even if not nearly as 
often as two with the same mind. 


Paicey wilted; this time, his serious look lacked the anger and was entirely filled with dread. 


"We've got the right direction. We're just not very good at making it happen right, so far, because we mostly 


succeeded in making a horrible mess of things." 


"Which brings us to the other two events," finished Jon. "Two events, only taking a small part of one night 


each in event time, but representative of a far longer buildup. Which might sound odd, referring to a breakup, 


rather, but then the breaking up of Deep Purple was far from abrupt to those of us who weren't entirely 
stoned and pissed." 


Donald gave an uneasy look at Jon's final words. "Even if you hadn't said so, it wouldn't take much to figure out 
that these repeat events'th weren't something the public would have been aware of happening or the time it 
did -they're not significant in known history. But would you say they were significant moments internally in 
that covert process'th?" 


"Considering one was a key decision in deciding not to carry on beyond the tour we were on, and the other was 
the night we officially declared ourselves done, | would say so," remarked Jon. "But like the entire process itself, 


both events went on for so long -before even the first of them was finished." 


"You're suggesting there's a parallel to something in standard, beyond what repeated in the event?" Allen looked 
at Jon expectantly. 


"There were many signs we ignored we should have disbanded Deep Purple sooner in the seventies. The process 
of falling apart went on for quite some time -and while those events were shocking, they could have easily 
happened earlier or longer after when they did. As for the events, we went from March to October of 2018, 
seven months, being kicked back into lapse before we finally got through with it," said Jon mournfully. "And it 
was another solid month before the second of them finished -and | recall we first began seeing parts of that 


one in April." 


"Seven months for both events," Paicey added. "With a one-month stagger. The slow downfall toward disbanding 
was much longer in reality, for most points where you could choose to define the start of it -when Roger and 
lan Gillan left, or when Ritchie left; Tommy's injury in Japan would be pushing it, and so would Jakarta -it's 


hard to say how much earlier we really should have had our hard discussion and hung it up." 


"You believe that the events taking so long to finally get through to a short, critical point reflected standard 


reality, though what would have happened in that lag time was not repeated because you were in lapse." 
"You could put it that way-" 


Equal duration -THAT is peculiar. Donald looked up from the notes again. "Now, you say th'seven months'th for 
BOTH. If it means anything, thats as long as the event Neal Doughty spent waiting to be dragged out of the 


snow too." 


"And that is very interesting in detail to me, because like Jon, Neal is a frequent Hammond organ user -which 
would lead me to suspect something odd about keyboardists who become stuck long term in their events," 
Allen began, "but you, Jon, were not physically trapped as Neal was. So for that to hold, it certainly did not 


have to do with waiting for rescue." 


"It did not, but that is quite interesting as you mention it” Jon squinted. "Really is quite the coincidence; | did 


not notice." 


"There's a chance it could be of some other reason, unless there was somebody else trapped." 


"No," Paicey admitted. "| suppose for the first of those two events, you could say that David Coverdale was 
stuck down at the bar for some time attempting to see Glenn and Tommy back safely to their rooms. Perhaps 


that had something to do with it, but it'd hardly be fair to blame it on David, hard as he did try-" 


Jon Lord took a deep breath at the mention of this. He glanced to the ceiling and curled his long, limber fingers 
together before speaking. 


"We should have helped him. It's too late to dwell with it only in hindsight now, but we should have. Even 
though that is hardly notable in the ways we may have held ourselves up." 


"We didn't choose to not help them up because it would have taken too much time for us, or because we were 
physically knackered," said Paicey honestly. "Those are the things we'd like to think, for how we felt then, and 
for how much time we'd wasted both times around leading up to those hard discussions. It wasn't that we 
weren't exhausted and it wouldn't have been especially difficult at the time, but to put the truth above 
sparing ourselves a certain amount of shame, we were scared of it. We wanted it out of our sight as soon as 
we found the way clear. Because it was a signal of the ending that was coming -the ending of the band we'd 
dragged out in attempting to stop both times. It was the thing we saw that made it impossible to pretend that 
the end could be stopped. And maybe that's profound, because it's easy to stay with denial." 


So Ive said in notes before, wrote Donald. Denial of this very event dragged it out even longer than reality, and 
dragged out both until they faced reality. Funny how some here might be dragging out how to keep such events 
from dragging out so long by being in denial of control -I dare say Im pleasantly surprised these two | wouldn't 
have suspected have learned somewhat and put in a decent amount of thought. Wouldn't have thought it from 
evenings in the common room -or were they just submitting to Ritchie after the terror they spoke of at Cal Jam? 
Paicey seemed to say something that suggested it -not arguing with him so he wouldn't keep going. But that can 
only stand fo a point without creating a certain degree of denial too -the great catch And denial -now THAT could 
be the connection if there is one. Cronin in his denial, Paicey and Jon with theirs -events stretching out fo seven 
months? Longer than necessary, maybe; without denying that might be if, Id need more evidence before believing 


denial itself makes an isolated event stretch out exactly to seven months. 

‘Or it feels easier, until you realize just how much more difficult you've made it for yourself," Jon added, "and 
how much hurt you've allowed it to do under your nose -how much you've allowed those you care about 
around you to self destruct-" 


Allen cut in with warning, reflecting the tension and discomfort visibly building in the other keyboardist present. 


"m grateful for what you've said, and it's a huge help. But if any details are too private, you don't have to go 
that far," he reminded. "And if you need to take a minute so it doesn't overwhelm you, please do." 


"'d rather not, but like the talk lan and | had, | think we need to -because we ended up making the same 


mistake as the first time by another method exclusive to this world" 


"Ironically, it was in trying not to make those mistakes,” continued Paicey. "We wasted so much time, and we 
tried to change it to have it be different, but in doing so, we may as well have wasted just as much in other 


ways. Perhaps the same as before." 


"There were parts of the event that progressed slowly, but that's not what dragged it out to seven months. It 
wasn't the decision of whoever might have been controlling us either -more likely, the opposite. We kept 
purposefully stalling it. Fighting it" This time, not only did Jon clench his fist, but motioned with it on every stiff 
syllable he spoke. "And we knew we couldn't stop it forever -it's not as if that worked the first time or we 
could have expected it to be different. As much as we might have wanted to address some of the destructive 
patterns before they began slowly killing some of us.. | beg your pardon" 


Collected on the outside, but restraining his internal agony with a deep, noisy inhale, Jon rose from the couch 


and and stepped through the doorway into the stairwell 
Donald gazed toward the door with a look of discomfort. 
‘ls he alright?" 


"He will be." Paicey settled for the most honest way of answering as he could, before meeting Donald's eye, 


slightly taken aback by both the question and the source. 


"You know, it might not be impossible to say that that's'th one of the hardest questions to answer in truth. 
Its why | usually don't bother to ask" Donald smirked with the slightest hint of regret mixed in his strangely 


amused expression. "Sorry, lan" 


Though slightly lost as to why he was being apologized to, Paicey did suspect it had some cynical or facetious 
twist To it. 


"Whatever one could say, it is," he agreed. "You don't want to say you're not alright when you know it could be 
far worse by the state of those around you, and it's not anything that won't resolve itself or harm you 


terribly while it goes on, nor do you want the pity from it -but you can't say in all honesty that you are’ 
"Believe me, | KNOW," Donald grumbled. "But thanks'th for going through the trouble of explaining it anyway." 


"So do |, and | doubt most go through their life with a conscious mind not knowing it at some point." Allen 
sighed. "Jon is just rather emotional and feels it stronger, and he is also one who doesn't hide it easily, though 
there are times and certain topics he wishes he could. We'll give him time to cope with it while it's not too 
much for him -the goal of this talk is to help us all, not to embarrass him. Your way of explaining such 


difficult questions, Paicey, is a bit different from mine, so there still is some to learn by considering it." 


"He is very emotional -more than he wishes he was at times, but it is a hard topic for all of us. To this day, 


it breaks my heart to speak of it." Paicey continued speaking as he watched the door open and as Jon returned, 


seeming to have collected himself before coming apart. 


"At the same time, that in itself is something I've come to terms with -even more so after revisiting. We had 
a lot of guilt over it we were in denial of -over the denial we had that allowed it to reach the point it did. And 
| am glad | don't see it as something pleasant to talk about. Fearing the future death of any bandmates, and 
seeing all you worked hard on fall apart -everything you settled for nothing less than what you considered 
perfect -that's supposed to be sad. Trying to shift guilt elsewhere after the first time as we did wasn't right, 
but at least it was a sign it was difficult. What would it mean if it weren't difficult to face?" 


"Already, we let it -the ending of the band -drag out longer than we should have, for the sake of what was 
good for all of us," mused Jon, gazing tiredly at the ground. "Had it not been a difficult conversation, it would 
have been worse, the degree which we'd passed the point at which we would have been best to stop. It was 
difficult because we cared about each other -despite differences and frustrations we sometimes tried not to 


dwell on -and we took pride in what we did. We still cared, right up until the end." 


"So what exactly was it you did this time that made it drag out?" asked Allen. "That's important too -sure, it 
didn't work, but you're suggesting you made an honest attempt to fix where you went wrong the first time. 
There's still something to be said for that -and in knowing what won't work in future events." 


"We tried to push it back in time," said Paicey. "We tried to keep the event itself from happening. And there 
were times, we did think we'd succeeded in that. Two months in lapse with no sign of returning to it, but in the 


end, we did, and it had to play out." 


"We thought, we're at this point where we're seeing it all fall apart -Tommy is struggling with the long-term 
effects of his injuries, Glenn is so far gone, David is suffering with lan and | -we're all just trying to survive 
with pulling more than our weight and holding it all together. What if we could have managed to get further 
back in time with the event? A month prior -maybe we could have had that talk to hang it up right after 
Japan. Tommy's injury would have been an excuse, and at least he wouldn't have suffered the hurt and 
criticism from its affect on his playing. Maybe two months prior -stopped it before Japan even happened, 
knowing while even though we got on as a band, Glenn's problems were getting worse and it was best to have 


him right himself when the more violent paranoia was still manageable. 


"What we found, in trying so hard to do it, you cannot change the situation once you are in it," Jon concluded, 
now bravely fighting through what was so hard to face. "Whatever you arrive to is what is to be. You can 
only fight your way forward from there on, if you intend to control things and change them -however it 
should be put for the circumstances. Maybe we could have made things happen differently forward from when 
the first event started -when there was still time ahead of the ending. But much like by other ways the first 
time, we'd spent all our energy trying what we couldn't do, and by that point, we just wanted it to be finished. 
Just like on that last night on tour. It was that close to being over, and trying to change things hardly 
mattered by that point." 


Not that they knew at the time when they didn't try, but depending what point in its progress their event 


pertaining to Cal Jam event started, | guess it SHOULD be noted they might not have been able to make the 
decision not to book it after all by that finding Id be relieved to know in their place, but then thats MY thought 


process. 
Paicey looked between Donald and Allen and released a huffy sigh. 
"Yes?" Allen raised his eyebrows and looked down his long nose to the drummer. 


"The two of you might roll your eyes at me for this, and | admit it's something said too often that might 


become old-" 

Jon shot Allen and Donald a stern, dark look that could rival one of their own. 

Don't you dare. You wanted our word; you got our word. Now hear him out, he seemed to say. 

Allen denounced Jon with a nod, and Donald held up his hands with submission. 

"-there are times here it really does seem that we cannot choose the cards we are dealt, and can only decide 
how we play them. Trying to change what we arrive to simply stalls the outcome, but maybe if everyone 


there works through it carefully, with the right strategy to get to the best outcome for it-" 


"Maybe it could have been different," finished Jon. "But that's not what we've got to worry about now. We can 


only fight our way forward from here with what we've learned too.” 


"Just as in life as we know it, then" Allen sat back resolutely. "It just takes more conscious effort to see past 


the certain level of control here." 


"The individual events don't always happen in order of time, but time within them only goes forward. That's one 
of the most important things to understand about how everything works here we learned from that." Jon 
nodded in Allen's direction. "I do have to say thanks for listening to that -and | should apologize for getting a 
bit-" 


Allen held up his hands. "It's not easy to discuss trauma, let alone after having to go through it twice. There's 


nothing to apologize for." 


"lim not used to seeing someone listen to suggestions for how to navigate this without becoming combative," 


Jon admitted. 

"They may also be in the very denial you spoke of, because this is scary to them," Allen offered. "Everyone 
has their ways of dealing with fear, whether or not it's the best. The less they know about it from talking 
about it, the easier it is to keep denying they can have a little control” 


"That's fair to say, and | think you're right -at least for some." Paicey nodded. "I'm glad, actually, that you did 


ask and we did talk about it. Maybe if someone will listen, it can help others here from making the same 


mistakes we did." 
"We're a long way before that can be a reality, but itd be nice, wouldn't it?" 


| can give credit in that with time jumping around between events, its not entirely illogical that they'd think fo try 
and push time backwards. That must also be the greatest difference between long-running events over a 
continuous time span and the isolated event repeats. If disconnected, they may run out of order. Continuously, they 


cannot. These two have faults Id scorn, but they've admitted to it. They may have earned a sliver of my respect. 


Donald flipped the evidence notebook shut and followed Allen out as the conversation concluded, not relaxing 


until the collection was back in Allen's possession. 


“That went better than | could have expected it to, and | haven't even seen the majority of your notes yet," 
Allen mused. "If this is a prediction of how much there is to gain from each talk, Neal's going to have a lot to 
come back to indeed. We've already got a lot to go over ourselves. But | hold my stance from last weekend - 
we're in good shape, not to deny the possibility that it might not all go over well as today, for the sake of not 


jinxing ourselves." 
"| guess'th I'm spending the night then" Donald tossed his hands up. "Whatever; can't make things worse. It's 


for a better reason than | feared I'd have to, at least." 


Later that evening, returning from his nightly rounds of signature hunting, he returned to the hideout to find 
Allen over the piano bench, coughing and trying to catch his breath in the aftermath of a hysterical laughter, 


which was still pulling back the corners of his narrow mouth. 

"I haven't walked in when you're about to keel over, or have |?" 

"You're evil," he scolded. "Oh, this is great -l'm in pain Maybe it's dangerous of me to let you know that too. | 
do have a thought to add, but | don't believe you've missed a point that could have been pulled directly from 
that talk. Neal's missed out terribly -he's going to have a field day with this." 


Donald smirked. "Reconsidering your request for my help?" 


"No." Allen shook his head. "Granted, | might be setting myself up for far more pain with that decision, but 


you're a force to be reckoned with in the right mind 


"Funny | didn't realize how much | missed just half of that too," Donald muttered quietly. "So what'd you come 


up with while | was out?" 


"They ultimately found out that within a single event, time can only run one way," said Allen. "However, while it 


was wasting time for them in that it wasn't helpful to them or their intention, they inadvertently found out 


how to buy time if stalling an event would be helpful’ 


"| could see that if someone unwisely didn't put much thought in after the first time how they COULD have 
done things better," Donald admitted. "Though that doesn't take as much time as Jon suggested it set them 
back each time -unless that was a function of how much they were trying to avoid dealing with the event 
altogether, and it doesn't always stop it that long. | want to know how often it works to make a difference 
before going for the nuclear option and stalling an event indefinitely, just to THINK about how to do it. Because 
is it WORTH it to take the time and energy to stall it if it happens the same anyway?" 


‘In most cases, probably NOT. And if extra time to perfect a strategy doesn't do any better than on the fly in 
an event, definitely not for that." 


Allen paused to make a short note of that, before flipping the book shut. 


"However -laughing matters aside, with all we're doing now, there could soon be more awareness of things in 
Lapse. Just from talking, perhaps -you know, some people have the awareness but just don't ever bother to 
connect the dots until they have to explain it all to someone else -and | believe today was a case of that. 


Mass panic certainly knocked the denial out of a few people and made them more receptive to discussion" 


Thunder cracked ominously outside, and Allen slid the window shut, staring out at the heavy clouds rolling in 
over the sky for yet another rainy weekend ahead. 


"We don't know yet how much of a difference that's going to make, but life in between events might be very 
different in a couple of months or so from now. Maybe then there'll be reasons to stall an event we don't 


have now -and who knows what some of those are even going to be?" 
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Saturday night faded into the wee hours of Sunday morning before Donald Fagen made his way back to the 
shelter of the building. What had begun at 2:00 had taken over half an hour to navigate. As he sneaked into 
the bedroom to prepare for the night in the hideout, moving at a slow, paranoid pace so to not wake anyone, 
he took note of the continued absence of Gary, Kevin, and Neal. Reb and Jeff were both still and silent in sleep 
-and John Lodge had temporarily camped himself out on the floor beside Reb's bunk, next to the lower space 
Gary had left empty. 


Donald suspected it would be after 3:00 by the time he reached the hideout, and if Allen wasn't burning the 
past-midnight oil, he'd have to be stealthy on his entrance there too. Not that he had regrets. 


For the first time since he emerged in the split world, the claustrophobic, hyperactivity of a Saturday night 
had not driven him back prematurely, and despite the ankle-deep water hazards at the corner of every 
intersection he had to find ways around on his return trip, it was one of the most successful missions of his 


time in lapse. 


More successful than he'd expected, much like with Jon and Paicey, and as he and Allen could only hope for 


whoever they were off to find next. 
He had a hunch that he'd find out in the morning -or in a few hours, since it technically already was morning. 
In return for helping with what could have been a much more conflict-ridden conversation, Allen had put 


further meetings on hold for Friday and Saturday -the prime night mission time. 


So with distraction by an internal guessing game of who they would be finding next, if not revisiting, and the 


combination of rare calm in the building after such an encouraging night, Donald certainly wasn't expecting 


what he'd find when he did arrive to the hideout. 


The battery-powered lantern -intended for power outages, but useful as a portable lamp when the overhead 
light was more than necessary -was left on, presumably so he could move about on his return without 


tripping over obstacles in the dark. 


In his sleep, Allen lay huddled in something rigid that wasn't quite a fetal position, but had his knees pulled in 
against his chest, just as protective of himself as capable of propelling an unwelcome intruder across the room 
with a swift pump of his legs. His hands -which were trembling slightly -clamped over his ears, and if Donald 


hadn't known any better, he'd have thought the other man was having some sort of seizure on the floor. 


And Allen didn't have the nasty fever he'd also experienced himself to explain it, as there'd been when he'd 


seen a partial view from the bedroom floor of Neal in a similar, compromising position in his bunk. 


"Allen? „Aw, fuck" JUST when I dared to think tonight was going so great -and thats the problem, isnt it? | let my 
guard down. NOW what have | gotten myself into? 


Not having gotten a response to words alone, and knowing better than to attempt physical contact, Donald 
knocked on the inside of the door, opened it the tiniest bit, closed it more forcefully than with his discreet 


entrance, then hissed: 
"Allen!" 


Waking with a start, Allen kicked off and out of his fetal position, though the angle he was under the keyboard 
resulted in him doing nothing worse than slamming a sock-clad foot into the leg of the piano bench, toes-first. 
Either it hadn't been as painful as it looked to Donald -who had experienced the same thing on the bed post 
before he'd taken to sleeping with his shoes on while his night terrors lasted -or he was still dazed enough to 
not notice it. Rather than make any indication of pain, he blew out the kind of hard sigh that usually responded 
to a last minute save from a headlong tumble down a flight of stairs. He certainly didn't seem all there when 


he verbally responded either. 
"There you are -are you alright? | still cant find-" 


"IM fine. | wanna know about YOU" Standing with his back firmly against the door, Donald kept one hand behind 
himself, gripping the handle. "Are you ON something or having a fit?" 


He watched as Allen's expression changed from panic, pure confusion, and realization in a mere second. The 


latter of which was so strong, Donald could swear he saw the haze lift between Allen and reality. 
‘lm not-? -Oh, God." Allen rolled his eyes and shook his head in disgust. "Damn it” 


Getting a good enough idea, Donald let the handle go and took a step away from the door, though still kept 


distance as Allen got his bearings. 


"OF course. No, that was just a nightmare -l'm sorry you had to walk in on the worst of it" He snorted out a 
weak attempt of a self-deprecating laugh and offered a one-handed shrug. "Funny, I've maybe had a grand total 
of four that manifested physically since | got here, and not in months. It figures I'd have one now when you're 
in here trying to escape from others having the same. You don't have to stay if its a problem -or you're 


doing pretty well down here, so | might just go upstairs and deal with-" 


"No, if that's all it is, its fine." Donald tossed his hands out in a shrug as he finally made his way into the 
narrow floor space, toward the back, where he'd set up his bedding beneath a table, perpendicular to the 
window. "Not like | wasn't doing the same thing in March, or like we didn't ALL do it a few weeks ago." 


"You've seen it happen for other reasons too. | get it" 


Mutual understanding of reactions. No shame intended or received 


Remembering what Neal had asked him in the aftermath of his last, full anxiety attack, Donald felt it was 


appropriate enough to pass forward on finding himself in the opposite position 
"Gonna live?" 
Allen gave a more genuine laugh to that. Funny how it all turns around in the end 


"That, | can say | will. 'd explain it all if it was any reassurance to you, but you're probably tired getting back 
this -hell, what time is it?" He checked his watch as he reached up to switch off the lantern, before lying back 
down in a much more relaxed position, letting himself feel the adrenaline fading. "It's late -late enough some 
might stand to call it early. Not many of us here, but.. Nevermind that. This isn't a good time to do it. More 
for your sake than mine. Don't want to set you up to not get any sleep, and | might as well try while | still feel 


like | can" 


"Far as | know, you probably won't bother me, even if you go back into it" Donald settled down on his mattress 
pad and pulled an extra chair up alongside the table to create a barrier -a paranoid habit he'd taken up the 
past couple of nights, compensating for the protective cover of the table being much higher and open above 
him than beneath the lower bunk. "I probably only noticed because | walked in just now. You're quiet about it." 


Thats it; tonight has GOT to be kidding me.. or this is a reminder not to get too comfortable at anytime here. Allen 
shook his head and scrubbed at his eyes as he sat up again as his short-lived moment of comfort in the 
safer reality of Lapse was interrupted by a less pleasant feeling, which wasn't so intense, but just persistent 


enough to keep sleep out of reach. 


"Not taking any chances'th?" Donald watched the silhouettes in the dark roughly translate to flipping blankets 
off and climbing up from the floor. 


‘Its a couple hours too early for me to just give that fight up. But if a minor rightmare's not going to keep 
me awake, needing to take a leak will, when I'm apparently past ignoring it well enough," said Allen darkly, shoving 
his feet haphazardly into his shoes. "I take it you're set and you don't need the lamp left on in here anymore?" 


"No, I'm crashing now." The smirk was audible in Donald's voice even in the dark. "I'll talk to you when | wake up 


and you're not in a pissy mood" 


Allen snorted. "Oh, of course you couldn't hold that one in -I should have learned from when you were getting 
to know Neal Not that it cant screw with your state of mind, more than one might think.. Anyway, you crash 
and get whatever sleep you can -before you crash your own mood. I'd like to think we both have more 


important things to get to tomorrow -or later today, really. l'm out of here. Goodnight" 


Faint light filled the room again for a moment as the lantern switched on, and faded just as quickly, carried 


through the door that closed behind 


so you do have a bickering streak like Neal's. maybe handled with a little more grace, but also more prone to 
embarrassment.. Less receptive at the moment foo, though HI give the benefit of the doubt on waking up that 


way. 
Sense of humor was too subjective a matter to judge yet, even having had a few days to examine. 


What was easier to recognize, in leaving little room to be mistaken for anything else, was an all too 


recognizable look of distant fear in Allen's eyes as he dismissed what was only a nightmare. 
One Donald knew himself. 


Well enough from the times he'd worn it over the years in standard to know that for all he'd been able to tell 
about Allen's mind by his first read-through of the notebooks collecting evidence and analysis, there was a lot 
it didn't tell, that he didn't yet know. 


A lot that might even be telling of what was to come in the split world, all of which he might have to ask for 


himself. 


Allen could have already gotten himself back to the hideout and into the comfortable position he'd had to give 
up just as soon as he'd found it. Unlike the two adjacent bedrooms on the first floor, the hideout was much 


more proximal to the bathroom and didn't require a walk down the entirety of the main hallway. 


Which, in an effort to settle Albert down on a night when he'd become too hyperactive, Allen had gotten his 
help in measuring it to be just under eighty yards. Definitely a distance longer than desired for a more 
average right trip. 


That still wasn't accounting for the side wings off the roundabouts on either end -one of which on the West 
end of the building held both the common area and the lounge, but that was left for another night, for him or 


Eric to resort to that method one more time if need be. 


But, Allen figured if he was going to be forced to get up, he'd walk his nightmare off and ensure he didn't get 
back into it if he fell asleep soon enough. His mind was alike with Neal's in that way. 


So he bypassed the facilities on the roundabout on the East end, and descended the stairs around the corner, 
down to the basement level, only accessible from the entrances facing away from the street, where the 
building was built into the hillside. At the bottom, he walked past the adjacent elevators, into the larger, more 
hidden laundry room, and sneaked into the single, half-bathroom in there. The outer door of which wasn't as 


frequently kept propped open, and had a lock on it. And still had a lockable partition within it. 


It was claustrophobic by comparison to the facilities on other floors, but safely closed in with solid walls on all 
sides, a secured door that went from the ceiling to the floor, and no other point easily breached for surprise 
attacks. Just the kind of surrounding characteristics he'd look for to safely take cover in the setting his 
nightmare had briefly taken him back to. Also, what he'd associated safety with for years after, and had 


continued to appreciate through his entire lifetime. 


Even after the split, entirely disconnected from that standard lifetime, old, comforting habits died hard on 


certain nights. 


No hypersensitive smoke detectors were present either. The nearest one, as well as a newer alarm that had 
replaced one of the old, mechanical horns that had entirely given up at some point, was directly outside the 
solid door. Close enough to detect smoke from a real fire behind the door, but allowing it to be an effective 
barrier against false alarms. Ten minutes after attending to the most pressing of his reasons for being there, 
Allen remained locked in. Now outside the partition, leaning against the sink, back to the mirror, cigarette in 
hand, staring into space and reaching a zone to further pull away from the images that still tried to pop up 
faintly in the back of his mind. Staring at the white-painted, cinderblock wall helped. Bright, and reflecting the 
light from the ceiling fixture. Not dim, grimy, and hazy like many a building in the setting of his dream, and a 
blank canvas to set for other thoughts. 


The worst thing that was most likely to happen to him while he stayed was that the light -unfortunately set 
to a motion sensor to save energy -could switch off after a certain amount of time and plunge him in 
darkness without warning. But he had the lantern in his other hand as another assurance, and it was unlikely to 


happen just for his preparedness. 


Finally, when he felt the sensation of almost nodding off where he stood -as good a sign as any for getting 
away from his nightmare -Allen unlocked the solid barricade and wound his way back through the 3-point bend 
and the additional, propped-open doorway to the lobby, hoping that by the time he got back up the stairs to 
the hideout, he'd be fully ready to pass out on lying down again, before he could start thinking. By 3:00 AM, if 
he'd failed to fall asleep after at least two hours of trying, he'd give it up altogether, but he'd at least give 


the chance to fall asleep a second time until 6:00, given no other reason to be up sooner. 


Walking past the two elevators between the stairwell door and the laundry room door, the faint sound of a 
guitar caught his attention. 


It was coming from one of the two doors off the atrium between the stairwell, elevators, and the exterior 
doors. The door to the office on the right, facing the exterior doors, was closed, which meant it had to be 
coming from the ajar, mailroom door. Without walking in front of the door, a few quiet steps muffled on the 
waterhog mat to get an angled look revealed a faint light from within. A faint light that had a flicker, almost 
like that of a candle. 


The guitar was a typical acoustic, but the pattern was different. Almost akin to the classical music that 
influenced his own playing -maybe even further back than that. 


It didn't sound like any variation of House of Four Doors, which ruled out any slim chance that it would be John 


Lodge. Allen would have sooner expected he play in the common area anyway, on the rare nights he would even 


be up at that hour. Likely to comfort Jeff and Reb, with Gary absent again 


There was only one possibility left -further supported by the possibility of a candle over a typical light. That 
was an answer they'd not figured out yet in the search -that he'd not been able to figure out when he was 
exiled, and able to walk about undetected. 


That... could be dicey, but also very worthwhile, he concluded to himself. Perhaps this night ISNT as dead set 
against me as | suspected for a moment if it was leading to finding THAT out though Id best not believe that 
before succeeding in one last attempt to get back to sleep. 


Of the possibilities he'd listed in his head for who to seek out next, the impromptu addition settled plans for 
the day ahead. 


Back upstairs in the safety of the hideout, Donald was lying down for the night after unfolding and laying out 
the signatures he'd collected on the seat of the chair he'd barricaded himself with, so the thin napkin material 


could dry from the dampness it always picked up on such rainy nights, no matter how careful he was. 


Eleven of them. He'd really had more luck than ever coming across true ‘major dudes’ tonight than ever, even 
if the night had gone on long. Along with lack of the paranoia that made the claustrophobic weekend rush too 
overwhelming, they'd kept him going as much as he hoped they were the true recipient. 


When the respect had been stronger and success came easier than before -perhaps driven by the weather 
remaining warm past the fall of darkness, even with the rain -Donald had been unable to resist staying out 
just a bit longer. Just to see one more place and try to score another signature and maybe one more when 
that was also successful. Until he'd been three more places past when he'd planned to stop, and out two hours 
later than he would usually last on the best nights. By which point he didn't have a choice but to go back, 
because everything was shutting down if it hadn't already. Maybe he could have held out all night if he had 
been given the choice, though he cast the thought aside before it could ruin his view of perfection 


His eyelids were heavy and his vision was fading in and out when he heard the door open and close. He saw the 
brief flash of the lantern before it switched off, and a figure that had become familiar enough lowering down 
beneath the piano bench with the uncoordinated motion of exhaustion. Knowing they were locked in for the 


night, Donald blacked out in unison in the safe surrounding. 

The next thing he was aware of was dim light on par with the earliest stages of sunrise, and a faint, irregular 
rhythm that seemed to follow a pattern, and noticed that the lantern was switched on and perched on top of 
the keyboard again. With the volume down low enough to be nearly inaudible to anyone not directly over, Allen's 
right hand was working its way over the treble component of some tune. Judging by the disconnected notes 
Donald could catch, it was The Doors’ "Riders on the Storm" if it wasn't absentminded improv. Allen's left hand 


flipped the pages of whatever novel he was reading all the while. Until he glanced over at the sound of rustling 
bedding. 


"Ready to come back to the world of living?" 
"When'd y'get up to already be at that?" Still half-asleep, Donald managed an uncoordinated point in the air, 
intended to motion between the piano and the book on the note stand, but was a few inches too high on the 


wall. 


‘I've Been up. Quite some time already, I'll have you know. Not the whole time you've been asleep, though -l 


won that fight. And actually slept later than | have in some time." 

"Wh'time is'thit?" 

"Later than you think Which isn't surprising. You stayed out later than | was thinking you would last night" 
"Stayed out later‘n / thought | would. Iz'th still raining?" 


Allen pulled up the shade to a dark grey sky and downpour for yet another morning, and he could have sworn, 
thunder cracked the second he released his grip on the pull cord. 


‘Blue skies, smiling at me," he sang softly in his low, mournful voice. "Assuming you'd appreciate that over most 


of the lyrics from my camp." 
Donald inhaled hastily and sighed out a tired groan into the pillow. 
"| appreciate the irony. And that at leastth you're not a terrible singer to wake up to, if not the best." 


Allen chuckled to himself as he checked his watch, which now read Il:05. Alright, enough teasing, before it comes 
back around to get me. 


"Well, good morning to you too. The last fifty-five minutes of it, anyway.” 


"Shit," groaned Donald, sitting up fast and pushing the chair aside. "Didn't mean to sleep in THAT late." 
"Better that than the alternative. Or at least you didn't seem to enjoy that much the other day." 
"Yeah, better unless you've wasted a lot of time oversleeping long enough." 


"That's alright in today's case. We might have a busy week ahead, and you haven't missed anything for it this 
once. The one I'm hoping to find isn't exactly an early riser himself. He might have just gotten up in the last 
half hour if he's getting up early by his standards." 


| was wondering last night who you were going to suggest we visit next," Donald quipped. "From that, | can 


easily quess'th its not John Lodge or Jeff" 


"John is a good backup for when plans fall through -easily accessible, and he's spent enough time around here 
to have observed patterns from others. But, we've already gotten one side of a story, and | believe our friend 
Ritchie has a hideout of his own," said Allen, before visibly tucking his tongue into his narrow cheek, just to 
make his point. "I also believe I've found it -it's far less secretive than ours, which could help if we have a 


hard time finding him." 


"Well, l'm partially to blame for throwing that idea around. | guess | have to help with that one even if | might 
be taking my life into my hands." 


"Precautions from Thursday still apply. If it makes you feel better, we'll strategically stand where he's not 
between us and wherever our exit is -if we don't have more than one, which would be ideal. As would having 


both sides of this story -or just the Cal Jam event for now." 


"Because getting any further with events Jon and lan weren't in would be pushing our luck" Seeing that the 
signatures he'd collected the night before had adequately dried so not to tear easily in transit to their 
destination, he picked them up from the chair, stacked them, and slipped them into a drawer with the others 
from the week, where they'd wait until he went to send them all off. 


"I don't think Ritchie's been in as many events, or in any that Jon and lan didn't mention The other three they 
alluded to with him don't seem like anything he'll be willing to talk about, even if they are more significant from 
his perspective." Standing up to access the storage compartment in the piano bench, Allen retrieved his 
evidence collection from where he'd stored it overnight -of the different places he rotated through each night. 


"We have the most to gain from his side of the Cal Jam event anyway,” he said, locating where he'd left off 
with his notes. "Two sides to every story. Where there's conflict, you might be better informed to have one 
side than none at all. And there's a lot to take from what we've already heard, but it's all with a grain of salt 
right now. Even when it's possible one side we get here is closer to the truth or someone's lying entirely -let's 
say, hypothetically, lans account of what happened is a bit exaggerated. He was frustrated, and a bit scared 


when it happened, understandably, and I'm sure that made what he witnessed seem worse than it was even if 


he's not trying to exaggerate in retrospect. But that's what he remembers, and that's how he's gonna tell it. 
And he and Jon said they don't know everything Ritchie discussed with management, so we don't know how 
many reasons Ritchie really had for putting up a fight. That said, Ritchie has a bit of his own form of 
paranoia, so he could exaggerate how they did him wrong, and he doesn't know necessarily what Jon and lan 
were threatened with for not going on. Take both parts, fill in the gaps, weigh the inconsistencies and try to 
find a balanced conclusion of what really happened. And you still have to take some of it with a grain of salt, 


but that's as close as we get to really knowing what we're dealing with here." 
Donald stared Allen down for a moment before speaking. He almost seemed to ask: Are you done? 


"Yeah, and by that you wonder even with everything we can find out, if it still won't work out consistently 
every time. Nice to know someone else'th at least has that thought when you can't just trust anyone, who's 


less likely to just be called ‘paranoid: 


"Some might say I've got some degree of paranoia myself. That aside, | already made note of all that 
yesterday, in a more or less articulate way." Allen smirked. "Depending how you want to look at it, | guess -in 


the frame of the subject." 


Narrowing his eyes, Donald held up a finger and sneaked a look at the one page of notes. "Looking at that, and 
how many events so far seem to have some form of interpersonal conflict, that Don, Mike, and those two 


mentioned, do you think we could say our controller's had to deal with some amount of conflict management?" 
Allen raised his eyebrows in contrast, before jotting a short, additional note down. 


"Absolutely. | mean, some seem to even be revolving around that -George Lynch isn't here lately because of 


what built up to Jeff's situation in this event-" 


"Even Neal said the whole reason he wound up outside to get stuck in the snow in the first place was trying to 
get away from good ol' Cronin having an argument with Richrath. I'm glad with my past and how we functioned, 
there's not as much room for that to show up in events. Anyone who wanted to cause a problem without 
good reason could leave," declared Donald. "So, how much do you think we'll get out of Blackmore, and how hard 
do you think its gonna be? Because if you ask me, we might want to plan when to stop with him if he's 
reluctant. Otherwise WE might be the ones'th causing a problem against better judgement, if not for the 


wrong reason." 


‘Oh, | don't think itll be a long conversation, even if he does open up and tell everything -in which case we 
won't press for much more than what he gives us right away, if at all. He did supposedly find the explosion 
amusing, after all. But if not, we'll see if we can get a few single word answers out of him and settle for that, 


before he blows something else up or sets a fire." 


No sooner than Allen had gotten his words out, a familiar, high pitched, ear-splitting noise pierced the air, 
before wavering, faulty klaxons on the other side of the hallway door followed. 


Donald flinched and jumped to his feet in one swift move, but rather than running blindly, turned to look at 
Allen, who sighed and rolled his eyes with an exasperated grin, shook his head, and motioned toward the door 
as he opened it. 


"And to speak of the devil!" 
"At least neither of us woke up to THAT monstrosity.” 


‘Oh, trust me. /did that in February before being exiled, and before you were here. 4:00 o'clock in the morning 
out of sound sleep, and with freezing rain. We're both grateful for THAT.” Allen tossed a spare umbrella over 
to Donald on the way out, resigned to not having nearly as much running stamina outside of a fight-or-flight 


response as Neal had shown the last time the alarm had gone off. 


"l'Il meet you at the overhang. Nice as these are to have around here moving between places, standing around 
in a storm with a tent on a lightning rod -at least until the fire department clears us -doesn't appeal to me 


anymore than being one in a field did to you and Neal." 


It was several hours before there were any signs Ritchie was up and about -which Donald and Allen suspected, 


especially not knowing how late he'd been up past the time Allen discovered him. 


Maybe the nuisance fire alarm was his response to being woken up prematurely, and he'd returned to his 


bedroom to sleep longer, or maybe the alarm hadn't been his doing after all. 


Donald preferred for the sake of staying perfectly consistent to how life in Lapse often went to imagine the 


former. 


Finally, nearing 4:00, Ray Thomas suggested to them that Ritchie was no longer in the bedroom. Thus, he was 
awake, and far less likely to be outside in the rain than lurking around the hallways. 


After a quick check in the lounge, and the laundry across from the common area, they turned to their more 


challenging plans. 


"l'Il be the intruder, unless you want the honors," Allen offered, descending the inner, Eastern stairwell to the 


basement atrium. 
Donald shook his head. "Given our history, I'll pass'th. I'll return the favor with someone else if | have to." 


"Well, that's gonna take some thought. Not now though." Allen opened the door at the bottom, putting himself 
back where he'd been just over twelve hours prior, but walked forward rather than making a right turn this 
time, and stood just before the exterior doors, watching the windblown sheets of rain whip tree branches with 


still-young leaves around. Donald came up beside him. 


The mailroom door was just slightly behind where they stood, and looking through the reflection of the 
darkened glass of the office to the right, Donald could see the reflection through the mailroom door. Behind 
the row of boxes in the middle of the floor, supplementing the ones lining the walls, he could see the familiar, 


dark-clad figure watching the storm out the window there, unplugged Stratocaster in hand. 


"l'm surprised Joe is watching the storm from the seventh floor,” Allen mused, pseudo-casually. "| guess he's 
looking just for the lightening, though he enjoys the horror aspect, and there's more frightening things to see 
on this level. 


| agree, as much as | can't blame him, depending on what he wants. Lightening alone is just as atmospheric as 
the wind for a number of interests -including some of his and mine, as different as they are." Ritchie came to 


stand leaning in the doorway. "Were you hoping to find me at some point today?" 
His tone suggested he already knew the answer. 


"Strangely enough, because I've probably lost my mind," Donald retorted. "Hope we haven't intruded by finding 
you HERE of all places." 


"| don't care who might find me here; | care who stays without my permission. You see, this is my place away 
from the fuss in the common room, and away from Jon and Paicey when they're being too good for their own 
good, or when John Lodge is too sentimental, and Mike has his head too far up in the clouds. | can do what | 
want, play what | want, and stay up as late as | want without anyone else telling me what to do or what not to 
do -and anyone who is going to make it otherwise is unwelcome," Ritchie explained, stepping back and motioning 
inside. "But, if | say you can come in, you can stay until | ask you to leave, if you don't choose to leave sooner. 


You've got a chance now, unless you pass it up.” 


"We certainly won't, and | do appreciate you being hospitable." Allen stepped just inside the door and leaned on 
the wall of mailboxes beside it, noticing as Donald did the same on the other side, and kept a hand on the door 
frame for the added sense of escapability. "We'll be hospitable ourselves if you'd rather take this somewhere 
else. | was hoping | could ask about an event." 


‘I'm already aware of your conversation with Paicey and Jon. You didn't even notice when | sneaked down the 
side hallway just up the steps, not that it surprises me when | have my ways. Though | am surprised either 
of you came to hear my side of the story." Ritchie turned his haunting side eye under dark eyebrows to 
Donald. "You in particular." 

"You can say I'm selective with who | get along with, but | play a good, clean game," he replied. 


"Well, maybe you'll understand where my side comes from." 


‘I'm sure we will to some point, at least," conceded Allen. "So, why did you refuse to play on reliving it?" 


"Very simple. | wasn't going to back down" Ritchie pointed a finger, almost threateningly into the air. "| told 
them the conditions | would agree to perform under well in advance, and they agreed to it. That was already 
generous on my part, because our manager lied, directly to me when he first asked. He said he'd consulted the 
band, and | was the only one who had not agreed yet. | asked them; they'd heard nothing of it yet. Of course, 
they didn't have an objection when they did hear, but they hadn't okayed it yet. And | told them they'd been 
caught -and said if they really wanted me to agree, we would write down the conditions and it would be done 
our way, or | wouldn't play. Again, that was generous -festivals are a nightmare, and at that point I'd have 


been happy to never play one again, instead of trying to reach an agreement. 


"I specifically told them, we were going to play at dusk. We were going to have lights -for the effect, and the 
impact it has on the audience. It frames it all a different way. And it would be dark outside; however, we would 
not be the last band performing. | don't want to be on at 3:00 in the morning, and to be caught up in the 
masses leaving it all afterward. Again, they agreed. | quote you, ‘absolutely no problem: And then there they 
were, in the midst of preparing for it all, 6:30 and still daylight, there's a knock at my door, and they're telling 
me to go on. That | have ‘got to go on, or they'd put the next band on and skip us. Then so be it, if they 
cannot stick to the agreement. And yet, rather than just dropping us as their threat -mind you how empty it 
all is -they kept right on pounding on the door, and the rest of the band wanted to cave to it to ‘make it 
easier’. | say, if anyone wanted to make it easier, management could have stuck to the agreement we made 
from the very beginning, rather than making all the fuss be for nothing. Mind you, they still held the show for 
two hours. That was still earlier than requested, so | say holding it up was what they deserved. Maybe more 
than they deserved in that we still played. 


"| refused to hold my end because they failed to deliver on theirs -it's only fair. | stood my ground the first 
time -unlike Jon and Paicey, | should make clear -and | wasn't going to let them get away with it this time 
either. Had the rest of the band conceded after the first time that it wasn't fair and let them suffer the 
consequences of not holding the agreement, and agree to be dropped from the show, the explosion onstage and 
the evacuation would have been unnecessary. But, they wanted to insist in dragging me out, just as before, and 
to allow management to walk all over them just as before. And so it goes. And how many more times would 


they allow themselves to be forced into unfair situations by management even after | left?" 


"| didn't keep count of the casualties of other bands in that day; | was too busy trying to limit them in mine 
before ditching the road entirely," Donald quipped. "Though | couldn't agree more about festivals being a 


nightmare, so maybe I'll ask Jon some other time." 


"| wonder if it didn't take until Jakarta for him to keep his backbone intact with management." Ritchie spoke 
with particular malice, naming the city of tragedy. "Not that they had much time for the decade left by then 
And if | am present here in lapse, should they ever relive it, I'd be curious to see if they'd try to fight such 
an event -or resign to it, and try to get it over with because it's easier. If they do the latter, then | doubt 


they'll ever learn" 


"Did they do anything differently this time you were aware of?" Feigning innocent curiosity, Allen tossed his 
hands up. "At any point of the event, whether to do with you or not?" 


"They did not nag me quite as long as before. Not that they made any effort to stand up against management. 
And if they claim that to be making a difference and fighting it, | doubt they'll succeed in making any 
difference they wish to make. They still allowed the same thing to happen -they still were willing to go on, 
when management deserved to have us dropped for not following through. And if everyone chooses to do it all 
the same way in hopes they'll get their way, they're insane to think they'll get better results than the first 
time if they didn't." 


Donald snorted. "Well, any band prone to internal conflict might as well be doomed then" 


"Maybe not doomed if they have true regrets and care enough to come to an agreement in an event, but 


doesn't bode well," replied Allen, nodding regretfully. 


| mean, as far as the aftermath goes -which was the majority of what the event consisted of -l certainly 
could have chosen to stand my ground without blowing up the stage," Ritchie ceded, "but in hindsight, | find 
that unexpectedly large blast one of the greatest thrills of my lifetime. Even greater when | had the 
anticipation of just what would revenge entail -| didn't originally intend it to nearly blast the stage apart, so it 
was just as much a surprise to me the first time. This time, | knew that it would do more than just catch the 


Marshall on fire, and | wanted it to." 
A sinister grin had taken over Ritchie's features 


"Maybe some wouldn't agree for reasons | don't know or have in my case. But why only cherish what you 
have the opportunity to relive at least one more time? Particularly when everyone else has given you every 


path to it, and no reason to decide otherwise?" 


"There is plenty to cherish, and it's a shame already some seem to have not done so even when given a 
chance for more time." The regretful shadow crossed Allen's features again as he thought of the disorder 
plaguing Dokken. "As for your amps, it was one of the only times | saw something go beyond our pyrotechnics 
and lasers from the time. | can understand taking pride in making a spectacle out of the ordinary -and that 


was for sure." 
"Until it gets someone undeserving killed." Donald curled his lip into a sneer. 


"I haven't ever done that, or seriously and permanently injured anyone. Nor have | intended to, for all the 


things I've been called. That said." 

Ritchie let the sinister grin flood his features once more -even more chilling in its context. 

"nothings to say it's impossible, with all the more that can happen here, right? But, I've got more to do for 
now, most of which don't include standing around discussing what | might do different, when | have specific 


reasons for everything | do." 


"Understood, and respected. You've brought up a lot to consider, and | doubt we'll take it for granted." 


Maintaining his overly-polite facade while faced by subtle, yet stabbing hints that their welcome had expired, 
Allen backed himself through the doorway. Donald followed him just as soon as the way was clear. He backed 


up a few steps further into the atrium for good measure. 


"If it's of any use with your bandmates, don't you forget it either," said Ritchie pointedly, before turning back 


and retreating into his hiding zone. 


"He has a fine point.” Chasing after Allen on the way back to the hideout, Donald was confident enough in his 
opinion to not even wait to say it until they were away from the top of the stairwell, where Ritchie might 
have sneaked to listen "And guts not enough people have when standing up against festival promoters and 


management -maybe against our controller as well when it's appropriate." 


"Perhaps so." Reaching the hideout around the bend, Allen closed the door behind them and flicked the 
overhead light on. "I'd double check with anyone else who's taken partial control of an event before saying that 
goes for every case. As far as his case goes, even if the event started at the festival and not with his 
management talks, there still might have been time for the others to refuse to play with him and be dropped 


from the show -following what Jon and lan found." 


"| respect his rare ability to stick to his guns. He also terrifies me," Donald confessed. "This'th point forward, 
IM keeping an exit for myself whenever Ritchie's in the same room, regardless of who else is there or what's 


happening." 


‘I'd say it's unlikely anyone will judge you for that -at least for him. | get the feeling some of his own 
bandmates over the years felt they needed to do the same at times. At least by catching wind of a few 
things related to Rainbow, when we crossed paths with them. Poor Tony Carey..” Pulling the notebook out and 
taking a seat at the bench, Allen tossed his hands up. "Then again, I've seen worse than that, and it's possible 
we all have in our own, standard world endeavors of the past. Most of which we'd have only known about 
within our respective groups without being here. It helps to have a bit of perspective -again, you see as Don 
Dokken says, it's all relative. And | KNOW getting a hold of him today was a lot easier than it could have been 


Any darker meaning to why he made himself accessible set aside for now." 

"For sure, and don't even start," Donald scolded. "I've already said YOUR mind is terrifying too." 

"Yeah, enough that | can terrify MYSELF with it. Clearly." Allen's tone dropped and went flat. "Well, if you want 
any input on the analysis notes combining both sides of the Cal Jam event, make sure you chime in before 
making your trip to the post office tonight, or it'll be in an addition at the end as an afterthought, instead of 
incorporated where it would flow with the rest." 

"IF it stops'th raining before sundown like the report said it would -bg if" 


Allen glanced down to the time as lightning struck once again outside the window. 


530. 


"Big if" 
Donald settled on the open space beside him. 


"On with it for now." 


The thunder died with the light in the sky behind the clouds, sometime after 8:00. With the rain stopping 
shortly after, and no more storm signs appearing by 4:30, and the report on the TV in the lounge predicting a 
stop to it overnight and the next few days, Donald took off on the shorter mission typical of Sunday night. 


After a casual conversation up on the Tth floor with his bandmates, and a short time to cut loose and 
roughhouse with Albert and Joe for fun -which would also grant Eric some peace later in the evening -Allen 


returned to the hideout to be alone with his thoughts, and to ponder who really would be next now. 


John Lodge was a possibility. Gary Richrath would have been far more helpful if he wasn't once again away 


indefinitely. 
There was more to discuss with Mike Pinder, and returning to him always was an option. 


Eric had seen slightly more than he had, and finding his own bandmate wouldn't be hard in itself. They'd just 
need to plan around a time Albert and Joe were well occupied with something that would keep them from 


fighting or trouble. 


Getting ahold of Kip Winger was in Allen's top three of most intriguing and potentially helpful options, but there 
was no telling when anyone would see him next, and no use in looking for him as long as Dokken were all in 


Lapse. 


Turning around in the hideout space and glancing to the floor, something caught his eye that he'd somehow 
missed on his way in A note, and a paper folder, which had been slipped beneath the door. 


Well, the folder did match the beige tile color near exactly, and with the overhead light off, it was possible to 
miss without kicking it. Allen retrieved the item, and read the timid note taped to the front. 


| didn't think Id ever fell anyone about this.. But | overheard you talking to Paicey from the stairs (m sorry, | 
wasn't trying to if it was private) Maybe | can help you with what | know -since you seem fo want fo listen. | 
dont know if you'll care about my stance when Im not a strong fighter, and you can read about how | messed up 
in here too, but | can be in the common area by 2:00 tomorrow (afternoon) if you want fo falk about if, or figure 


out a better time. 


Allen opened the thin folder, with what looked to be a set of photocopied, handwritten pages from a notebook in 


the same handwriting. 
The top corner of the first told Allen who it belonged to. 


Oh, | suspected you knew more than it would seem, and that you were hesitant to share. For reasons | don't yet 
know, though are perhaps right in my hands, and Im sure there will be more Hl find when we talk Tomorrow 
sounds as good a plan as any -couldnt have come at better timing 


Though this time, | think will be best, for everyone, if | go it alone. 


So is This What They Actually Call a Disclaimer? 


Author's Notes: 

Warning indeed -the next 2 chapters are about to get VERY emotionally heavy -for both readers and 
characters (the chapter afterward will be uplifting; don't worry). Part will investigate an in-progress fic that 
might be the most painful project I've attempted. As the lyrics of "Flaming Telepaths" go, "[the] jokes an iron, 
and the joke's on [me]", as | had these outlined, and planned to go on hiatus before finishing them, with no idea 
that I'd be facing an unexpected, frightening situation in my living place (NOT by choice), and having a difficult 
conversation, which, despite leading to some solutions, went down rough and screwed me up for a few days. 
Seems this is yet another case of my fics predicted my life, and maybe where the characters | control find 
some control of me in return. (But that's for a chapter still a long way away, right?). The silver lining, | could 
channel that unsettled feeling into Allen's character.. he shows it differently from me, but the "feelings from 
beyond" himself here are very real. Next two chapters are coming along, though probably won't appear until 


sometime after my big moveout in a couple of weeks. 
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Log entry author -ALLEN LANER. 

It isn't too often | readily admit | am entirely unsure where to begin 

However, that is the only truth there is at this time. 

Some might wonder if that's embarrassing to admit. Maybe a little bit, in this case. Though, | don't think that 
admitting to not knowing something is reason to be ashamed. After all, you would have to acknowledge not 
knowing something in some form, passive or active, to ask the questions that would allow you to eventually 
come to know it. 


And isn't that what this is all about, anyway? 


So, in order to get there, and find the answers to better understand what we don't know about this Split world, 
| -and everyone | talk to -must be real. And truthful. Regardless of how difficult it might be. 


Today, that has been the case, more than ever. 
It's been a long day. 
lronically, it still is a couple of hours before sundown. 


Its not over yet. 


I've still got lots to unpack from it, too, in spite of the work | have done. Part of that is my own fault. | spent 
some time after today's talk with Albert and Buck, hanging out as we would have in the earliest of days (and 
contrary to the idea you've probably gotten by this point, while Albert is a maniac, he is capable of coming 
down to Earth when he finds it appropriate.) However, that left me with somewhat of a clearer mind. | doubt 
I'd have made any more progress than if I'd gotten right to it after the discussion 


And | have, in fact, not yet returned to the hideout. I'm still up in the bedroom on the seventh floor, albeit 
now retreated to my lower bunk with my makeshift blanket curtain, and have done a great amount of work 
while here. Albert's been guarding the bunk to make sure everyone else leaves me alone unless | ask, much like 


Paicey did with Ritchie Blackmore on the great day of panic. 


[l'm not often one to be outwardly sentimental over the choice to keep my sense of care deeply hidden, but 
today's pulled more of that side of me out in the open. And with Albert dropping everything and sitting here 
because it's been such a long day, and without being asked to do so, | can't help but think it's rather sweet] 


| guess this is the one part of this | don't have to do alone. Sometimes it helps to not be alone in our fear and 


discomfort (I think Doughty and Fagen proved it rather well before | arrived). 


Sometimes, to get through something in order to manage fears and discomforts that won't go away on their 


own, we also have to do something else that is frightening and uncomfortable. 


There's a big difference in how able we're to manage that fear (however much each individual can withstand) 
when we choose to do that unsettling thing at our own pace, rather than when we are forced to do it against 
our wishes. A phenomenon | know too well from a very long, long time ago, still early on in my time in the 
standard world, in the days | originally spent time with Albert and Buck (before "Buck" was even known as Buck, 
but that's another story for some other time). 


Just to make it known, if Fagen suggested to me he'd have rather not accompanied me in our discussion with 


Blackmore, I'd have gone it alone. 


Those two are very much alike, but have two very unique eras they seem to have been misplaced from.. and 
its said that when people are too much alike, they either get along so well that they practically function as 
one person, or they clash in every way possible, and never will get along beyond calling cease fire and keeping 
fearful or bitter silence between (that would depend on how reaching that silence came about). They've got one 
key difference that allows their like sense of paranoia to repel each other, and they will always be in the latter 


category, to some extent. 
Still, the idea wasn't but so repulsive. Fagen came up with it, and he chose to follow through. Doing so wasn't 
anything too much for him, because he made the choice to come along. That, in addition to Blackmore being 


surprisingly cooperative, and, having a general idea of what to expect if he wasn't, and a plan for that case. 


However, there are also some things we go into entirely blind, not having any idea of what to expect, which 


CAN be just as painful as being forced into it, depending on what happens. Having only a vague idea of what I'd 
face from my observations in Exile, it's safe to say this would have been no better for him if he had agreed. 


In this case, | just said I'd rather go it alone. In hindsight, that definitely wasn’t inaccurate in any way. | now 
know for sure it's best | did, and I'd make the same choice again. 


As for Fagen, there are reasons | can think of why he'd ask to sit this one out, as well as reasons he wouldn't 
think so much about not coming along. | suspect this would have been one of those cases, where even if he 


had agreed, it could have been very, very difficult. 


But we won't know that now, and this is one of the few times regarding life in the Split world I'd say it's best 


we don't. 


Anyway.. enough of this tangent I'm getting on. (Pardon me, for | don't think I've been so bad about these since 
getting out of Exile.. that must speak volumes, right?) 


| chose to meet this next person, after he specifically requested | hear him out (his request for me was 
another reason to go alone, even though I'd have loved to have help from Doughty, if he were here). And | 


went in with a good idea of what to expect. 


Those of you who have stuck around this far may recall the day of panic, when | made note of the varying 
degrees of vulnerability from the confines of Exile. Those still stand, so it would be unfair to say that he is 
the most traumatized out of all of us navigating this Split world Just because it's more visible in him does not 


mean it is not present -maybe just as, or even more severe -in those who conceal it well. 


However, it may be possible to make a case that he has had the most difficult time coping with it over the 
longest duration As well as for coping with a few secrets he has held and been haunted by for two years now. 


Perhaps as much as certain feelings beyond ourselves may haunt him too. 


So, while | don't believe they wil be more than you can handle -those of you who have made it this far and 
have already seen some vulnerable moments -maybe | should point it out, so you can choose in advance the 


pace you'll examine his testimony. 


[Is this what they really call a disclaimer? And is this really what most like it for? Not necessarily to suggest 
someone can't stand something, or shouldn't read it, but allowing them to know for the sake of comfort? And 
somehow try to figure out how the hell not to give away what's actually going to happen? I'm trying not to 
reveal who it is in advance of his testimony that ought to speak for itself.. It's going to be interesting to see if 
those who are still with me can guess who beforehand It'd be a whole lot easier to get straight to the point 
too, though, | suppose this is one time I'll play it safe, and be kind to those who still are here by now] 


| could explain why he's concealed the cause of the torment he cannot hide, but to help himself keep his fears 
silent, he made a writing of his own a couple of years back, in late April of 2017. And why should | try to 


describe what you can take directly from him and his own thoughts, just as you have from mine? He can tell 


you his own experience better than anyone else can, after all. 


Ill momentarily turn you to an ancillary evidence notebook, now containing a copy of what he knew before | 


found myself in this strange, Split world, and a view into the talk we had, which I've chosen to store with it, as 


they sort best together. 


Tomorrow will be a new day. At least, according to the weather scanner that's been endlessly droning in the 


lounge on the second floor, the sun will still be shining. 
And we'll still be here. 
In this Split world. Be it in Lapse, or in our events. Somewhere. 


Maybe he'll be able to breathe easier in the morning, having a long-held secret off his chest. | know | will, 


after discussing what | learned and processing it all 


If we® don't sleep better for that reason, then at least we're pretty well mentally exhausted -and emotionally 
exhausted to a point (him far more than me). Sometimes that helps too, whether you care to see it as a 


positive reason or not. 


(He's likely to fall asleep, with his tendencies, whether or not he stays asleep through the night. | might just 
lie down and THINK.. but | generally find my nightmares are quieter when I'm overly-tired. Some of the others 
seemed to follow the same pattern last month before | got back, so if it's not common, it's at least not 


unheard of, and | feel optimistic for myself) 


Hell, | feel physically exhausted. | guess | was more tensed during that talk than | was aware of, and | know he 


was far more tense than me. So he's got that too. 

Plain terms, it was a lot. But, "a lot" doesn't necessarily have to mean "bad", and | know that well for myself. 
Only good is going to come out of this talk by tomorrow morning here in Lapse. Everything unpleasant that 
came during it will pass by then -this is one of the rare times l'm certain of that. And it may even gradually 
lead to better over the following days. Time will tell how much. 

Just understand, as you go forward, that what has mostly been an intriguing and enlightening journey up until 


this point (to my perception, at least), initially driven by lighthearted curiosity, is, for a short moment in time, 


about to be rather sad as well.. 


(To be continued) 


May bth, 2019: They Say Its Only In My Head, But My 
Heart Is Screaming (Reb’s Confession) 
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Thanks in advance to anyone who sticks through this one, and | hope you enjoyed it (even if Reb and | are 


i ncredibly dramatic!) 


me) | | aa 

What the FUCK is this? 

It was strange enough finding myself in this parallel reality in late 201b. | knew trouble was coming when | 
relived that morning, when | first saw that awful music video, and | had to call Kip and tell him how Metallica 


started the process of turning the world against him for no good reason. 


| thought it was bad enough, at that open air festival with us on the small stage around the corner from 


where they were on the grand stand, and we both ran into Lars. 


How the hell we ended up in the same hotel as them, decades later after all the fallout of it for a week is 


beyond me. 


But now they're talking. I've seen them. Kip and Lars are talking things out. Like they're friends now. 


Kip said Lars wanted to clear the air between them. And Kip wanted to know why Lars threw darts at his 
picture in that video. The one broadcasted to the world on MTV. 


| could stand for that much. Kip deserved an apology and explanation (good or bad) long before now, and he 
deserved it in the real world it first happened in. 


Of course, the longer I'm here, the more I'm having to struggle to tell myself this isn't real. (It can't be real, 
This stuff doesn't happen outside of sci-fi series.. or does it? What even IS real anymore?) 


Kip deserves an apology, and Lars deserves to be unforgiven as if that other crap hit of theirs was written 


for him.. and he deserves to know just WHY he's unforgivable. 


l'm not surprised that Kip wanted to dig for why he did it, either. That's Kip for you. He'll think about 
connections between things other people might not give a single thought. And | guess if it helps him come to 
terms with everything that happened to him in the past and truly put it to bed, instead of shutting the door 
on a monster, he deserves that, too. I'd be alright with that. 


But there's something else going on, now. 


Lars is getting closer to Kip by the day. | turn around, just as | start thinking they're done with their 


discussions, and he's there again. 

And as much as | love Kip, his curiosity will never stop getting him in trouble.. 

Maybe l'd be curious, too. If | wasn't the nervous wreck | am. 

But | know something. 

This is Lars Ulrich. A notorious, narcissistic, conniving asshole. 

Kip's going along with this to see what happens. And | know he's being careful like he says. He's not stupid. But 
Lars is sneaky. He IS stupid.. but not THAT kind of stupid, as much as | hate to admit it. He knows what he's 


doing. And | have a bad feeling. 


My worst fear is by the time Kip sees whats happening, the damage will be done, and Lars will have played 


him, and found a way to humiliate him to the public once again. 


| can't let that happen. Not when it took this long to bounce back from the first time. We might not have time 
to come back from another. Even without a life of full-on drugs and debauchery like some bands, life is short. 


We know that too well, with the tragedy Kip had to face as all that went down. 


| don't know what drives everything that happens here, but if | have any free will, | have to use it. | have to 
do something to stop this. 


To protect Kip. 
Because | couldn't see it coming and do something before. 


But I'll be damned if | see it coming and not protect him this time. 


-4/1/11 eee 

It's worse. 

We're about to separate. We're leaving this town we've been together in, in this -whatever this is, when we're 
not in between This has been going on since late November, but we've only been there a week -l guess Don 
has some sort of terminology he's started using for it? 

(The Metallica guys have been here longer, along with the Megadeth guys.. but I'll be damned if | ask any of 
them. Supposedly, the AC/DC and Def Leppard guys too, but I'll be damned if | can figure out where they 
went.. and if they've been spending more of their time with Metallica, and they are considered worthy, who's 


to say they'll be perfect at keeping secrets?) 


Now, I'm not sure how much of it is truly my own choice. l'm not in the center of what's going on here. But so 


far, everything I've done is something I'd probably choose to do, in how I've reacted to this. 
It seems like at least part of what everyone does here is their choice. 


But now that they've settled everything, there's no reason for them to stay in contact now. And | can tell 
that's what they've planned to do. 


That's not a choice | see Kip making with a rational mind. Or without someone putting him up to it -| wonder... 


Well, Rod and Paul wouldn't do that with Lars, and | don't see John putting him up to anything (He's the 
youngest of us by years, but he's the oldest in personality). 


| can't get this situation to go away, or make Lars go away -sooner than this. | can't stop whatever's making 
him and Kip end up in the same place. 


But | wonder if there's something else | can do to protect Kip from Lars. To stop this before he has the 
chance to hurt Kip again 


-—-4/18/11_—— 
| already know this. | had to do something to stop it. 
| HAD to. 


I'm Kip's closest friend, partner in crime.. (heck, some have made the joke before ending up here that marrying 


me would be marrying Kip too) „we're practically two halves. 
Im supposed to PROTECT him. But not this way. 

What the fuck HAVE | just done? 

| just fucked up. | know | have. 


I'd planned to confront Lars and Kip. | planned to tell them what | thought -in telling Kip all my concerns, and 
telling Lars that he can fuck off for all | care. 


How that didn't happen, and what happened instead -| can't piece it together. Something is missing, where my 
judgment just flipped. 


Yesterday, | was here in this in-between space, wondering how much power | have to change the way things 


are happening here, if | step in at the right opportunity. 


Well, | found out | do have some. | also found out | had more than | realized, and | don't know how to control it, 
and what my own strength is. 


And just like Metallica, a little too much power (or a lot) and not enough control of it can do a lot of damage. 
He's a private person. | should have never touched his phone without asking, even as close as we are. 


But | did. | went in his contacts, and | deleted Lars' number -and it wouldn't have been there if he hadn't 
intended it to be there. 


And | blocked that same number, so Lars can't call in. 
Neither of them are aware | did, and now, | can see Kip. 


| want to think itll pass. That he'll get over it. Yeah, he's been watching his phone and searching through it. But 
eventually, he'll decide it's not meant to be, and that this was a sign Because usually he does think that way. 


But denial's a pretty powerful thing too. And I'm starting to have my doubts. As much as | try to ignore them. 


No. I've overstepped my boundary -the little of it | have with him. I've done something that's going to cause 
him pain. Even if it protects him from worse, when he finds out how I've betrayed him, and betrayed how 


much he trusts me when so many people have abused and damaged his trust over the years.. 


Heck, Rod, Paul, and John too -and not just all of us in Winger, either. This is gonna end in a word of hurt. This 


is gonna cause pain for everyone. 


And you know what? | really hope so, in some ways. For as fucked up as this event is, | really hope that Lars 
takes it that way. Not only because | hate him, for what he did to us -especially to Kip -in the IOs and all the 
pain he put us through.. 


(But | can't even wrap my head around him and Kip not only forgiving each other, but becoming so close with 


each other -it's not just friendship.. however friendship itself was even possible with them in the first place. 
What the hell is it with this place? | don't like James Hetfield either, but he asked the same thing, and | agree: 
when DID the world flip upside down and start spinning the opposite way?) 

„you know, if what I've done gets fixed, whether or not | just let the event proceed and let it work its way 
back to before | screwed with things, or if | have to fight to put things back on track.. | hope Lars takes it 


that way, because itll mean he's actually being honest. Itll mean he actually cares about Kip, after everything 
that's been happening -somehow -and might not try to destroy his life a second time. 


But now, after this panic move, | don't know what I'm supposed to do. | might have changed the course of this 
event -will it go back if | stop fighting it now? Will it even out to where it was going anyway? Or do | have to 
keep fighting and figure out how to fix it? 

Do | wait and see? 


How long do | wait before | should worry about putting it back? 


Do | have to wait until it causes Kip more hurt than it will just to admit what I've done? If it works itself out 


and Lars finds a way around it, he won't have to know. 


He's already checking his phone more than I've ever seen him do, and he's already wondering why he hasn't 


gotten a message or call. But it's only been a day. 
Maybe itll die down, and itll be fine if it stays like this. 


| just have to wait it out, and hope that the waiting | have is the hardest part. 


-4/26/11 _—— 


Turns out | shouldn't have waited. 


Well, maybe | should have for a little while, to make sure | wasn't making ANOTHER impulse move just as bad 
as the first | made. 


But not this long. If it was going to settle out on its own without more pushing on my part, it would have 


sooner. 
| would have known better, if | wasn’t in denial. Which was just to protect myself. 


Kip's been so, SO anxious the last month -especially the last two weeks. He's losing sleep. | should have known, 


even with how well he hid it, because | KNOW him that well. 


(The last month in the ‘event, as Jeff Pilson calls them. Turns out it's really only been nine days outside of it 


in this in-between space he and Don are calling ‘lapse',) 


If its a band problem -anything that'll impact us -he gets us together and lays down the law right away, 
before it gets big. Rod and Paul mostly see just that side of him. And up until we had to disband temporarily, 


it was all John saw. 


Thing is, that | know better than any of the others, he'll hide his personal pain. He doesn't want us to worry 
over him, particularly if the band as a whole is under stress already. He's a stoic, private person, and he'll hide 


it until he can't anymore. 
| would have seen it already before it had to get that bad if | wasn't in denial. 


Last night in our "event" (who knows how the timing broke down in the nine days we've been out of "lapse"?), 


Rod found him when he reached that point. 


| don't know what was worse for Rod. Finding Kip in a way he won't even describe to me (but | can guess well 
enough), or for him to slap me in the face with reality when he hates confronting people. And to have to get 
up and yell at me to break through denial. 


To make me see that not only was everything | did wrong, but sitting back and letting it roll out instead of 


owning up and fixing it was wrong too, when | knew better than that. 


(I'm glad he did. For his sake more than mine, | wish he hadn't had to. But he did, and he delivered, like he 


always does.) 


And what was worse for Kip? Going through whatever he did? Or finding out that | was the reason it 
happened? Finding out how many ways | violated his trust and privacy. 


| should have been the one there for him last night. Not the reason Rod had to be there. 

Today was harder than I'll ever be able to describe. 

And | can't even complain, because it was my fault. 

At least that's what | have to assume, not knowing what would have happened, had | not interfered. 


Maybe something else would have happened. 


But | can't trust that thought from a mind still half in denial. 


2h 29/ (ees 

By some miracle, it all ended up okay. 

(The difference in time has flipped around again It's been a week here in lapse. But it's still the same day in 
the event -what a day. | guess | have to get used to some long days really being longer than 24 hours that 
just feel long, because | don't know how time works anymore. For all | know, this day isn't as long as it could 


have been -| don't want to find out) 


Lars and Kip got through to each other. After | called Lars first and admitted everything to him. It's as if it 
hadn't happened. Except maybe it's visible how much they really care about each other. 


(If that just wasn't something | didn't see before because | didn't want to see it) 
And Kip's already forgiven me. | wish he hadn't, because | don't deserve it. 


Damn right, I'm grateful we're also able to listen to each other and talk things through unlike some people in 


this world, because l'm in enough shit as it is. 
And l'm grateful | was able to get Lars to listen to me on the phone, because that took a whole lot more luck. 


It was a stroke of luck with all the stars lined up perfectly that we happened to be close enough to Metallica 
in our tour locations again -on the opposite coast -to give them a chance to see each other between our 
shows. | don't even know what I'd have done if not for that. They'd be able to call each other again after that, 
but | just don't know.. 


Kip and Lars are dealing with the aftermath, and the rest of us are in and out of lapse. Processing what's 
happened. 


Rod ran to his room to get sleep. He said he was tired, and he looks like he could keel over, but | know he's 


tearing himself up too, and its all because he had to yell at me to get this fixed. 


| need to apologize to him for it all, but | know better. I'm not barging in on him while he takes his time. I'll talk 


with him when he's awake again 

As for Paul and John? 

Well, | don't know what they think of me anymore. 

| guess that's the last thing to deal with before | really know how this ends. 


At least this part of it. 


FLASHBACK: 5/3/2011 (During the events of the "And | Find in You" chapter of A Dart Through the Heart) 

Paul Taylor was just getting off the phone when his door, which he'd left latched and ajar, slowly pushed open. 
He didn't automatically assume who it was, as it could have been John or Rod, but the reluctance to enter told 
Paul well enough who was there. 

"Already finished on the phone? Come in," he called out. 

Reb came through the doorway, hands grasped together against his stomach. 

"The call didn't go bad, did it?" Paul asked, concern crossing his face. 


Hesitantly, Reb sat down on the edge of the bed next to Paul and directed his stricken gaze down to his lap. 


"No, it actually went as well as | could have asked it to," he spoke shakily, just above a whisper. "But that was 
still so hard" 


Paul turned around to look at Reb. His shoulders were tensed, and he almost leaned away as if fearful of being 


struck. 


"Yelling?" he asked, already knowing that he would end up having to comfort Reb by the time he finished telling 


about the phone call -if he wasn't inconsolable already. 


Reb swallowed. "Yeah. Went on a bit. As soon as | managed to get Lars to hear that | wasn't calling to give a 
final breakup message and telling him what happened, he actually stopped and was willing to listen though. At 
least he sounded thankful for it. Ended it saying he was going to call Kip as soon as he got off, so | can only 
take what | can from that." 


"Well, by the sound of it -with how he responded to you and how Kip has taken this -maybe he really has 
changed, and it'll be okay." Paul tried to sound optimistic. "If he meant what he said, it sounds like it will be. Not 
sure if it's alright in your mind, but if there's not gonna be lasting harm from this between them, and there's 


water under the bridge too from everything else, | guess we'll have to see what happens." 

Reb nodded. 

‘lm not sure what to think of it or if | can trust him or what, but | do want it to be okay with them. If it 
means that much to Kip. | don't want Lars to hurt him, but | don't ever want to hurt him either." Reb's voice 
cracked. "And | hate it that | didn’t fully hit that | was until Rod had to go off like he never has -and that he's 
probably beating himself up over that. | still don't know what | was thinking, or how to process whatever this is 
we're stuck in, or what the fuck's wrong with me." 

"Alright." Paul took Reb in his arms before he could go any further. Calling Lars was the tip of the iceberg. 
The majority of it had to do with things just as unfamiliar and baffling to Paul, of which he was grateful to 
not have been as heavily impacted by in the turn of events. 

He had just as few answers as Reb did, if not fewer, and he had to stall awhile. 

Reb felt Paul's fingers stroking his back, and heard him speak softly. 

"You're just scared now is all there is to it, really. You scared yourself real bad." 


Reb nodded over Paul's shoulders as silent tears betrayed him a second time that day. 


"| don't think you're really that upset about what Lars did as you are from hurting Kip. And | know that scared 


you, because we all know it's the last thing you want to do." 

‘Or knowing | probably hurt him more than Lars did directly," Reb murmured. 

"Scared it might happen again too?" 

Reb sniffled convulsively over a rogue hiccup and nodded again. 

"But hey, remember -it's gonna be alright. You said Lars was alright, and Kip's on his way to Lars right now. 
He was already in good spirits before he left, so it's safe to say he's probably alright and only going to be 
better. Nobody's upset with anyone anymore. Anything that comes up now is by their decision" 

"I know it is." Reb swallowed hard and angrily scrubbed the tears away from his face with the backs of his 


hands. "I'm happy that Lars is calling him. Honestly. Never thought I'd say that, but | guess | can't get on him 
for hurting Kip -now that | have too." 


"Oh, you have every right to be unhappy about the past, and l'm unsure whether to feel glad or guilty about 
not being in the band at the tail end before the break we all had," said Paul. "I'd probably be more upset if | 
was there, and I'd have a harder time trusting Lars than | do, but we don't know what discussions he and Kip 
have had. We know Kip doesn't just trust easily -and | can't say you shouldn't feel guilty about this when it 


comes to that. But it's done, and if Kip could forgive Lars, there's no reason he wouldn't forgive you." 
Reb snorted. "He said that." 


"Yeah?" A playful grin crept over Paul's features. "I guess scaling back to only being in the band part time 
didn't affect how well | know him. But face it. It wouldn't make much sense if he forgave Lars and not you. 


"But here's the problem," Reb realized. "I know it's stupid to think like that; | know | wouldn't do anything to 
hurt Kip intentionally, and that he trusts in that. | wouldn't do something like this again in my right mind, but 
then if | wasn't in my right mind when | did this -Paul, | felt like | was when | was doing it, but thinking back, | 
can't figure out what | was thinking. How am | supposed to keep myself from doing something like this again if | 


couldn't even see what | was doing until Kip was in pain?" 
Paul sighed. 


"| don't know. There's a lot we don't know here yet. With you, | want to say a lot of it's just fear of Lars that 
none of us can blame you for having, but | can't tell you there's not something else to it when you're the one 
it happened to, and you know better than me what happens upstairs. | can't make any promises this is it, and | 
won't. | think we'll just have to find out with time, and what ends up happening after this. Just like with 
everything else that's hit this band. Time." 


"And what if we don't figure that out before | make some other big misstep, and-?" 


"We can't control that -at least not yet," said Paul. "And as easy as it is to worry about that, there's no point 
if its out of our control. That's a lesson | had to learn when | stopped touring in ‘93. It was the toughest thing 
| had to learn, but the best thing -how to let go. And I'd be willing to bet not everyone is capable of it - 
because it's that hard." 


"I'm not.” 


"No, you're not. And that's fine, if you care that much. But for some things, you have to try. Kip doesn't want 
you walking around in fear, Reb. None of us do. And what he really doesn't want is for you to start isolating 
yourself from him because you're afraid you'll hurt him again. You realize that would hurt him even more 
than this, and anything that might happen here, if you distanced yourself from him and changed things 


between you guys because of something as small as this." 


Reb shook his head. His eyes flooded over and his face crumpled right before he buried it in his hands. Just 
the thought of that was unbearable. 


"And see, you don't really want to do that either, even if it wouldn't break his heart" Paul gestured with his 
hand toward Reb's reaction when the very thing hadn't even happened. 


"Please, no," Reb choked, memories of being apart in the late nineties racing through his mind. "That was bad 


enough when he had a good reason for it." 


"Then, at least until things get more complicated, let's look at it how Kip usually does -because he learned how 
to let things go and put it in the past better than /ever will," Paul decided. "Things could have been a lot 
worse. Maybe a lot better if you hadn't done this, but thats beside the point. We're not worrying about how it 
could have been worse, but the fact that it wasn’t Who knows -maybe this made it stronger. Nobody ended up 
hurt -well, it did hurt Kip and Lars, but Kip's okay now, and you said Lars seemed okay by the end of the call, 
so nobody was hurt long term. Rod's a little in over his head right now, but then so are you -he'll be okay. 
Nobody's holding anything against each other for this incident. Seems like a good way to end up, and until we 
know better, we might as well take it for that" 


The door swung open. With his phone calls finished, John Roth had opted to join them while Rod got some 


much-needed rest. 


"Everyone alright?" His brow furrowed as soon as he caught a look at Reb and Paul. "Uh-oh. Reb? Not a good 


phone call?" 


Reb sniffled, thankful enough for this episode having not gone beyond watery eyes and a choked voice -if he 
wasn't humiliated enough, being so worked up when Kip had suffered the most. 


"No, it was fine once | got him to stop yelling and listen, and then he was reasonable about it -more than | 
could ask for -so | think it's alright. It was better than | thought it would be. I'm just trying to get over being 
afraid it might happen again. Maybe that's stupid, but if | did it once, now | know | could hurt him again and not 


see it" 

John chuckled. 

"What?" asked Paul, unable to keep the corner of his mouth from hitching in in a grin. 

"Now Reb, you look here at me a second" John put his hand down on Reb's shoulder that wasn't leaning against 
Paul and bent forward to look him right in the eyes, Tennessee southern accent coming out in near full glory - 
with only sheer emphasis keeping some syllables apart and consonants intact. "C'mon | may not have known you 
as long as Paul has. But all three of us in this room know full well that you are way too stubborn -and l'm 
talkin’ damn right hard-headed -to do something that ya know you don't wanna do." 


Despite himself, Reb cracked a smile, and when Paul started laughing, it managed to spread through them. 


"You're not gonna do it again," John repeated. "You wouldn't let yourself" 


Reb shook his head. 
| hope so. | don't plan on it, anyway.” 
"Well, | hope so too," John teased, lightening in tone. "Because Rod doesn't ever want to have to do anything like 


that again, and you're gonna get it from me, too, if we catch you letting yourself do something against your 


own will another time." 


END FLASHBACK 


22 SPAN 
| don't know what to think anymore. 


Aside from how lucky | am to still have the bandmates | do, and this band, after everything that's happened. In 


the real world -and whatever this is, whether its real or not, too. 

Its over. And its okay now. 

Except what happened was not okay. 

Which means | have to keep it from happening again, to deserve being forgiven for it. 


Part of me thinks | wasn't the one entirely responsible for the decision in how | tried to get Kip and Lars apart 
-just like | don't think this situation with Kip and Lars happened entirely by their own choice (even if they do 
want it). But I'll own it, because ultimately, | did it. And I'm not gonna play innocent now. Maybe | did then - 


fucking Metallica. Can't have a moment of peace with them around.. 


All | know is that if something or someone had some level of control of me when | did what | did, going through 


Kip's phone, | can't guarantee something like this won't happen again... 


That's a scary thought, and if it weren't for all the shit I've seen over the years, it'd be even worse. And 


that's only because | have been through worse. 


But John's at least right about one thing. I'm stubborn as hell, and even proud of the fact. And I'm so 
stubborn on the subconscious level, | can't forget about the bad things I'd Ike to forget. (If only | could forget 
those as well as | can forget new riffs I'd rather NOT forget). 


You bet | won't forget about this And while | might not always be in control, I'll see it coming, and I'll fight it, 
and I'll take whatever power over the situation | can take to make sure l'm not the one willingly letting this 


happen. 


By doing the exact opposite. By leaving it alone and not fighting it, no matter what it is that's happening. 


So | can't fuck it all up again. 


5/6/19 
Allen set the folder down on the table he sat at in the common room, and looked to Reb. 


The latter's expression was oddly stoic, but his shoulders were tensed, and his hands shivered where they 
rested in his lap. He was shrinking back in his seat -the armchair tucked in the corner -and his pupils were 


dilated with fear. 


If there was any good comparison Allen could come up with, Reb looked like the personification of a dog -a 
loyal, Golden Retriever that had been hit with a stick a few times too many. One that hadn't turned fully 
aggressive and was still endlessly eager to please -and possibly fix whatever he'd done wrong to deserve the 
beatings -but feared being struck again no matter what he did, and was ready to lash out in defense at the 
slightest trigger. 


Oddly enough, | get the idea Im not the first to see that comparison either.. 


Reb's eyes were what gave him away, despite the blank expression over most of his face. They were 


screaming with the defensive lash sitting right on his tongue behind the clinched teeth holding it back: 


‘Youve read it now. And now youre eifher gonna tell me how awful | was, or how Im a coward, or how Im a 
tucking fool for even trying to figure this place out -and barely getting anywhere in two years. All this time with 
nothing to show.’ 


Allen held his hands up submissively and closed his eyes as he did, before he stood up just long enough to 
reorient his chair to sit facing Reb. He didn't speak until he was settled in as open and non-threatening a 


position he could achieve. 
"There's nothing wrong with you saying any of this or feeling that way." 


Reb started to say something, but froze. Already, he was too taken aback by the lack of the strike he'd 


anticipated to form other words. 


"We can talk about what happened itself too, if thats something you want. | wouldn't mind having more 
background to understand where you're coming from and how it all connects. However, before we start 
anything, l'm letting you know to get it out of the way, I'm not going to yell. And though we're trying to be 
quiet and keep this as private as we can, I'll try my best not to hit this ‘low tone’ I've heard John Lodge say 


can be a problem for you. We're here to talk, and if we're going to talk, we're going to talk normal." 


Low fone's' hardly different from yelling Its meant to do the same thing Except it can be more intimidating at 
fimes in one-on-one confrontation, because you have to be silent to hear it. And it makes you feel guilty because 
it conveys false patience toward you -that someone is showing the restraint not to yell And you're intended to 
feel that you don't deserve that patience, Allen thought to himself. Whether its even there or not. With how its 
been seen in events, whoever's controlling us must have had some issue with it. And since we're discussing 
something that involved Rod -of all people -going off, thats not gonna do him any favors. There's no reason for 
him to be atraid of that when sharing dark secrets is scary enough 


"Th-thank you," Reb stuttered, tension in his jaw with every syllable, despite relief in his voice. His hands 
squeezed tighter at his sides. Clearly, he was terrified at just the mention, and he seemed to be torn between 
an overwhelming sense of having found safety, and the far-greater fear that the promise given wouldn't hold 


up. 


"So, | wasn't around here until a couple months after all this happened, and | remember you guys were onto a 
different event by then. But | also remember it still being alluded to at that time. Kip had some contact with-" 
Allen hesitated and gestured with his palms turned up and held down low as he proceeded. "-Lars, if you will, 
though that hasn't been the case lately as far as anyone knows, and for understandable reasons, if I'm correct 
in thinking what's happening with you now has a lot to do with what Lars did in the past." 


"Yeah, and probably just as well he's not around lately," said Reb darkly. "I could eventually come to terms with 
it here then Right now? If he turned up here? Something would get broken And then you'd all probably say l'm 


a psycho and compare me to Ritchie when he gets in one of his moods or something." 


‘No, no. In itself, that wouldn't be necessarily be okay, especially depending on what you'd end up breaking, or 
who you'd end up breaking, for that matter, but we'd all understand what drove you to do it with what's been 
going on -as little or as much as we each know. Particularly, when you readily recognize it's not an ideal thing 
to have happen, and when you're remorseful whenever it does harm or frighten someone. You are aware of 
the difference between what makes something understandable, and what makes it justifiable, and that, whether 


you choose to give it to yourself or not, is why you were forgiven" 


Reb looked up, eyes going wide. He stayed silent, and his entire body was practically vibrating with how hard he 
shivered. 


"Remember, we've all had our moments. Not just Ritchie. A// of us." 


Allen sighed, trying to keep an outward sense of calm, as much as to not crack a smile in thinking of some of 


the moments of insanity he'd seen over far less distress in his two lives than Reb had seemed to be in lately. 


"We can talk about any part of this, but, if you're good with it, how about you tell me more about this past 
event with Lars, and give me some background on what was going on with him and Kip, and what it has to do 


with what's happening now? That way, | have a better idea of why you decided to try fighting it, and how it all 


fell into place. Does that sound alright?" 


| certainly hope so. | hope HE'S going to be okay, too, by the end of this. He's VERY frightened. Perhaps as of late, 
fo connect the dots | can see, he might have forgotten what its like to NOT be frightened 


"Yeah. I'd probably end up explaining the whole thing anyway, just so you don't get something the wrong way or 
something -happens all the time, anyway, not that it makes me come off looking any better in this case. It was 
this event, and it started, something, like, just months before present time. From Lapse perspective, the event 
was happening sometime in the Fall of 2016, running into Winter, and then into the Spring of 2011. It ended right 
before you came into the split. And everything that was happening seemed to be set around Summer 20I6. 


Maybe late Spring. It was warm out everywhere we were in the event -I know that much." 


Allen nodded. /t cant have been easy to keep track of any time disparity then, with being so new fo the split 
world, and not being far back in the past, either. 


"As for what happened in the past, so it makes sense, this hiatus thing we're on in my current event," Reb 
started, "it's not just because of Kip's personal troubles. Winger being apart as a band -that started before all 
that happened. What happened to Kip to cause this silence between us was just the last straw for him. 


‘I'm sure you've heard a thing or two about Metallica, being in Blue Oyster Cult." 


Allen nodded again, concealing a wince behind a finger pressed along his upper lip as if in thought. Metallica 
looked up to his band and took plenty of influence from them. However, he understood well enough that in their 
younger heyday, said thrash band didn't always show respect to everyone in the same way, and didn't make 


any apology toward throwing out negative opinions in questionable ways. 


The few times we met in standard, | showed respect in return to them, but never got close, for that reason, Allen 
thought, and wrote. With them not having a keyboard player, it was easy for me fo stick to the walls.. but what 
do they say? F someone will always talk bad fo you about someone else, dont trust them fo not speak ill of you 


when youre not present? 
"They weren't often as kind to others as they were to us," he ceded aloud. 
"Well, you don't strike me as a classic MTV watcher," said Reb. 


Allen snorted. "Of course not. There's something to be said for what our own imagination will put to the music. 
Nothing against a good performance video, or a good concept, but I'd rather it not replace what | see. Better 


yet, I'd rather just have a book" 


"So you wouldn't remember the video for ‘Nothing Else Matters’ as well as the others, if you saw it at all,” 
said Reb. "Well, as you'd know, if you read everything | scribbled a couple years back, there was this montage 


of the guys in the studio, and a scene where Lars was throwing darts at Kip's poster. You can guess how 


certain Metallica fans took that, add Beavis and Butthead making their gag on us, stuff | don't want to get into 


-and just grunge pushing the 80s bands aside, we reached a point where if anyone was coming to see us at 
shows, we were having things thrown at us each night. Until we decided to hang it up for awhile, because 
there wasn't any point in touring like that. And then all kinds of crap happened to keep us apart longer than we 


could have expected." 


A pause to blow out a long huff of air confirmed Allen's suspicion that Reb's strange calmness fully explaining 


that part of history came only from having told it so many times, he'd gotten used to it. 


"So, needless to say, | wasn't going to just be cool with Lars hanging around us in that event in 201b. And unlike 
any other event I've dealt with, it's not some repeat of the past with a few differences here and there. 
Summer 20lb was right before | split off from standard, so I'd have known, and it it was nothing like it had 
been just before that. Because Whitesnake was on hiatus for some reason, and Winger was full-time touring. 


That just hasn't happened since the 90s. 


| mean, David did have to have surgery for his knee at some point -| guess in this event, he needed an 
extended recovery time and had to take a whole year off. And it was the summer, so Rod wasn't tied up with 
teaching, and it was like the first time we were able to get a continuous tour going in years -and in the 
summer, which is like prime touring time. So it was actually cost-effective to go out on a bus like the old days 
-except Paul and John were both there. It technically could have happened, if everything lined up at once like 
that. | just don't see it ever happening in standard -not anytime soon, at least." 


Entirely possible, but unlikely in standard Isn't that the split world for you? 


"Before the drama started up, it was actually really cool. You know, | knew this sort of split from life as | knew 
it then had happened. | knew it wasn't what | had considered the only reality at that time. At first | thought it 
was a dream | couldn't wake up out of, until it went on too long and | realized it wasn't.. And | actually wished 


that it would have happened for real By that, | guess | meant in standard, back at that time. Whatever that 


means anymore though, right? ‘For real." 
Reb paused, then gave a curt laugh, more of pain and self-depreciation than actual amusement. 


"| made the mistake of thinking it was all cool and wishing it could be for real. That's where | fucked up the 
first time. Because that was too good to be true on its own, even here, right?" 


Allen raised his eyebrows, but didn't speak. You tell ME, he seemed to say with a shrug. 


Though as far as | we've found, yes, letting your guard down was a mistake, but given the rough history your band 
has, you can hardly be faulted for making it so soon after the split, before even grasping the nature of this world 


"This is where Metallica comes into the picture," he spoke aloud 


"And if any of them wouldn't have been bad enough, it had to be Lars," Reb groaned. "It had to be the guy who 
laughed as he shot darts through Kip's picture on a video broadcasted for the whole world to see on MTV, so 


their rabid fanbase could all decide their opinion of us from Metallica's 


"| don't know how it ended up happening, because at the start of the event, | didn't really care what was 
happening between Kip and Lars. | just wanted Lars to go away, before he'd ever have the chance to hurt Kip 
again. | didn't care what his intentions were. | mean, later in that event, he admitted it was making fun of the 
hair metal appearance, and Kip's poster was a random pick - he could have just as easily grabbed Warrant or 
Poison, and too bad he didn't choose the latter when they blatantly copied everyone beside just style -more 
than you'd ever have the right to accuse us. It doesn't matter though. It doesn't change what happened-" 


"Some of the worst things have been done with the best intentions, right?" Allen gazed at Reb knowingly. 
And now youre showing what you really think of if, too. 


Reb winced, almost looking nauseous for a moment. "And those weren't even the best intentions. They didn't 
have to put anyone down at all to make a video. | hated Metallica before they pulled that, and the first time | 
saw it, I'd have dared to say it was an okay video until that shit came up on my screen. And then it hit the 
goddamn fan. They could have easily used their brains and known how that could have been taken differently, 
and how defamatory it would be -if you can be generous enough to assume they have brains! | guess what 


they did have was completely drowned in alcohol at that time." 


Allen almost smirked at the snide jabbing, but held it back. Funny as the remark was, it came from a place of 
deep hurt. 


"So | don't know if it started because he just wanted to apologize to Kip and it turned into something else, or if 
having feelings for him came first and he knew he had a shitload of things to get right he'd never entirely fix 


-| don't know, and | still don't care. 


"But eventually, | saw it happening. | saw Kip getting closer to him, they'd seen each other, God knows how 
many times that week. Actually looked happy -but it's not like Lars hasn't proven himself to be a good liar at 
times he wants to be. 


"So when | realized it was going to go beyond that week, when we went our separate ways, | tried to stop it - 
tried to stop it before Lars could turn around and hurt Kip again -and like you already read and know, | fucked 
up in every way possible" The wince was back on Reb's face. "Like you said, best intentions sometimes lead to 


the worst things, and that's where | went." 
"But you managed to get everything right, in the end." 


Reb snorted with disgust and shook his head. "By a stroke of surreal luck where just about every star in the 
universe lined up right for me and them. I'd say it was stupid and shouldn't have happened, if it wasn't for it 

making things right for Kip. Because | didn't deserve for it to be that easy, and | didn't deserve to be forgiven 
that fast. | was lucky the hardest thing for me was having to talk Lars down at first into knowing it was my 

fault and not Kip's." 


Reb paused a moment, sighed, and when he resumed, his voice had dropped in pitch, taking on a darker, more 


destructive venom. This, Allen understood, was new. 
This had to do with what was happening now. And had in the past. 


"And then | was stupid in the opposite way. After being so fucking overprotective, | let my guard down on this 

split world thing once that event was over. It was easy to say then, when we were still new here, that it would 
all be okay after that. It was easy to believe what John and Paul said -John in particular, before we found out 
just how fast the world can flip upside down here, again. 


"I didn't like it, having Lars still hanging around in Lapse. But for awhile, | tried to be okay with it. He wasn't 
causing trouble yet; outside of the event, he and Kip were still getting along -maybe not to the extent as in it. 
But Kip seemed happy. He seemed like he'd gotten closure on what he pretended didn't bother him so much for 
our sake -but | know it did -and | tried to let him be happy with that, and not mess it up a second time. 


| was stupid enough to think that maybe | wouldn't have to worry about it in Lapse anymore. That the event 
had gotten the past put away, maybe, and maybe our troubles with that were over outside of events in this 


world. And yet, here we are, completely separated in Lapse, with the event we're in now." 
Reb inhaled sharply and clenched shaking hands into fists tucked tightly against his sides. 


"Of course, it didn't change what happened before it. Even with the split. Because here we are in nineteen- 
tucking-ninety-nine, long before whatever the hell happened in the 20Ib event, and just what has Kip been 
through since ‘3 to our knowledge in this event? He had to see our band fall apart because of their stupid 
Video, again. He had to deal with the taunting, again He had to see those darts, again He had to be strong and 
pretend it didn't bother him as much as it did while it was happening, again -not just to not give them the 
satisfaction of seeing it, but because he thought he had to be strong for us and hold the band together - 


when | know how much fucking pain he endured.” 


Reb's voice was rising now. His eyes were beginning to well up with unshed tears as he spoke, and Allen found 
himself shrinking back in his seat. He forced himself to lean forward to not seem disinterested because of the 


defensive reflex. 


God help me, | should have talked to John Lodge early on and sent him for the emotional topics Or maybe lan 
Paice might have -he seems fo know what to do with Jon Lord, at least. Hell, even Mike would have been better 
for this than me. As much as | understand the emotions, proper expression of empathy isn’t exactly my strong 
suit -and it seems my sense of strategy has failed here.. | put myself in this battle though on my own accord; | 
have to fight my own way out now. Id best hope | dont step on any sensitive spots and set him off. There's no 
stopping it then. Reb has proven himself in the past to be rather volatile, and when activated, his reactions are 
VERY exothermic. 


"come ‘Jb, I'm with Alice, trying to rebuild my life that's in shambles, and he's off studying classical 


composition out of the public eye, and we're just settling in and beginning to come to terms with it all. It's 
THEN that an idiot drunk driver kills his partner and turns his life upside down again, and he's been so strong 
for so long -DONT. ASK! -Dont ask what he went through, because HE wouldn't tell you if he WERE here. And | 
wouldn't, even if | DID know more than the surface level. He didn't even tell ME after the first time. After 
living with each other -after he rose up from a nearly broke music student making his way as a hired gun, 
and brought me up from just another low class session hand for hire in the city -he knows me better than 


anyone, and he couldn't even tell me. 


“All | can tell from outside -from the first time -he probably NEEDS support, but he's off dealing with it on 
his own and finding whoever he can get where he is who HASN'T been through this shit, because he cares 
about us so much and doesn't want us to take on any more pain. And he doesn't want to hurt us on accident 
because he's too upset to control it -to the point where he's given up support from his closest friends, to 


protect us. Even if it means more pain for him! Even when he's already been through it once, and it was bad 


enough like that! 


"And so WHAT do /do back in 2011, trying to fight against whatever the hell this is here? What do / fucking DO 
when | TRY to PROTECT him? After everything he did for us?" 


Slamming fists down on the seat on either side of him for emphasis, Reb suddenly deflated with the last strike 


and went quiet for a moment. 


"Instead of respecting him, and backing off at his specific request to me -he said he believed he could handle 
everything with Lars -l jump in too eager to protect him. From what | turned out to be more afraid of than 


he was, anyway, so who's even protecting who anymore? 


"Instead, | h-hurt him, so it dredges up old trauma from what he's having to relive now a couple years later, 


and | nearly.. -| cant say what he went through with that, either; ifs private, too." 


The explosion, unlike its buildup, was quieter than the dramatic, sobbing hiccups Kevin Cronin had released to 
Alan Gratzer on the day the panic took over. But Allen Lanier felt far more heat and fury radiating from Reb 
as he spoke through clinched teeth, still shaking as he spoke in a thick voice with reluctant, bitter tears finally 
creeping from the corners of his eyes. They emerged too slow to fall, and instead spread along his eyelashes 


to leave irritating dampness all around. 


"| wanted to fight it then. | want to fight it now -all of it. | want to take the pain that Kip is suffering 


somewhere out there, and | want to make it all go away!" 


Maybe | should have waited and sent Doughty.. its not as if he hasnt seen his bandmates have their share of 
breakdowns before.. 


"| know why Kip isn't here with me right now, and | want to find him and -| don't know -trying to pull him out 
of the situation, if | even CAN -if it's even possible." His voice was rising again as he swiped his hands across 
his eyes and smeared the tears across his cheeks, seeming to resign with self-directed disgust to the fact he 


was visibly crying yet again, instead of pretending to not realize out of shame. "But | CANT fight it like that -l 
CAN'T! Maybe | can, but I'll only add to his pain if | do, and | can't make that mistake again. 


Reb was clinching his teeth and fists, trying not to hyperventilate, Allen realized. He considered offering him a 
moment to calm down as he had with Jon Lord, then thought better of it. They were way past that. To do so 


now might have been striking a match near a gas leak. 


"Well, that's part of why we're having these talks. To actually find out what Paul said you might, with time. 
Maybe someday, we'll figure it out to make sure you won’, at least without tiptoeing around everything you 


do." 


Reb shook his head and shrugged, hopelessly. Even at that, he was so tensed that his shoulders were barely 


loose enough to manage the motion. 


A commotion started down the hallway toward the roundabout, and he started to curl in on himself, as if he 


expected to be attacked by whoever was down that way for admitting all he had. 
"Might | suggest we take this outside, where nobody else will be coming?" 


Reb nodded, and Allen stood up and led him out the door beneath the stairs. There was no getting to the 
hideout without passing whoever was in the hallway, but tucked alongside the corner of the turn of the 
building next to the thick bushes that stood over their heads outside was plenty fine for a talk that had 
started in the common area. Away from any door, a further walk from the street than the doors to the 
building themselves, and a trudge through still-squishy grass, it was unlikely anyone would walk over close 


enough to see what they were up to. 
The walk outside also had its advantages, to Allen's eye. 


He's a bit calmer; its just as well, because | dont think he will be for long.. Though | doubt it will make much 
difference, lil imagine it would have been worse and would have escalated even faster without interruption. Trauma 


is a complex thing, and as pathetic as one passing by might think his display is, there's a lot more to this 

"There's something you want to say about Kip, and you've suggested it in roundabout ways, Reb," Allen started 
again, speaking slowly, but hiding the uneasiness from his tone. "You've probably said it within your event. But 
maybe you just need to say it here, too." 


Reb started to nod, but then shook his head. 


"Not gonna help," he muttered, rolling his eyes. "It's just more of my pathetic stuff that John Lodge and Gary 
deal with enough when | can't help it." 


"And if its coming out of a nightmare when you can't control it, it doesn't count," said Allen. "You can argue 


that it does, but it shouldn't. It's not voluntary, and you're not recognizing what you say and admit then. As 


brutal, honest truth." 

| wish it was seen like that," Reb admitted. "I don't think most do. So | don't" 
"Well, | do. And maybe we can just be that change here, starting now." 

“Still won't help much." 


"Not much in the grand scheme of things, but more than you realize, in terms of what it can lead to," Allen 
suggested. "You know you can't help Kip, but you can let us keep helping you however much we can when he 
can't. And I'm sure from everything you've said of him, he wouldn't want you alone. At least give him that. 
Because the only way anyone's going to figure this place out in less time than the life of whoever's controlling 
it is if we start being brutally honest with ourselves, hard and scary as it might be -and regardless of what 
anyone else is going to say about it. For a lot of us here, it probably is going to get harder before it gets 
easier. | haven't come after you for anything you've said so far, and I'm not going to start at this point. I'd be 
a pretty big jerk if | told you to tell me about what's happened with you here, and tell the truth regardless of 
how unpleasant it might be, and then got mad at you for doing that. It would defy the logic of why we're here, 


anyway." 


Reb almost smirked at that -recognition that the last condition would be pretty stupid, sad as it was that it 
seemed to happen all too much in the world when people didn't get the ‘truth’ they wanted to hear. Allen 
watched as he processed it in silence, truly wanting to spit it out, but having to work up the guts. 


"| miss him," said Reb, finally. "| miss him, so much | know it seems silly -especially when it's only been four 
months that he's been missing here in Lapse, because that's not that long. But it.. It feels like three years in 
the event I'm stuck in | guess that's not something that happens too often either, time being longer in the 
event than here. Some events -| don't know -Jeff might know about that better. Time differences between 


Lapse and events are weird, but, not my point. 


"Some days I'm fine; others it's all | can think of -and the hardest thing is knowing he's out there somewhere, 
not knowing how close or far from okay he really is. And knowing that he's gotta come back someday, but not 


knowing when that's gonna be." 


Reb flung his hands down at his sides in frustration, from where he'd held them up in the air, making 


exaggerated motions as he spoke. 


Self-distraction, he's trying fo keep it together. Somewhere in this part of it is where he's conflicted -we're getting 


fo where this is worth discussing control, for sure. 


"Deep down, | know I'm probably one of the luckiest people on the planet, too. To be able to miss someone so 
bad it hurts, who's worth missing like that -and know he's missing me, too. Hard as it is, I'm lucky. l'm grateful 
-| should be more grateful than | am. But | know he's coming back at some point. And that makes it all feel so 
stupid, that it gets to me so much. This isn't like 2017, when it was nothing like I'd seen. | know from the past 


he's always gonna come back, and, | don't know, I'm ashamed | feel like | can't trust that he will be when | know 


him that well" 


"There's no shame in missing someone you care about when they're not around. Whether they're coming back 
or not, and whether it's been a month, a year, or a decade. Never." Allen looked at Reb knowingly. "But, you're 
also saying that if you knew how long this event was going to last, you don't think you'd have nearly as much 


trouble with missing him." 


"In some respects, yeah. Maybe not all of it. | mean, if he straight up told me we weren't going to see each 
other or talk again for three years, yeah, I'd be pretty fucking upset at the start of it all. That's a long time 
and it sounds scary -it is scary, for me, at least -but then once | came to terms with it, | think itd be easier. 


I'd know. No reason to worry or wonder if and when he's coming back until three years have passed." 


"And how's it looking in this event, with that? You said ‘19, with the sense Kip hasn't been directly in the 
picture with you since ‘16 


"Yeah, it's been about three years, in the event time, though the actual time of the event started well into 
this separation" Reb picked a leaf from the bush beside them and began tearing it into sections along the 
veins. "l'm beginning to record with Dokken. | reunited with Kip during the recording process. Granted, the album 
took almost eight months because they were having to change up everything.’ 


"So it could be awhile, but you're on track toward hearing from him again sometime soon in this event, if it all 


follows the same, general pattern," said Allen. "Does it seem to?" 
‘Other than the small differences | mentioned, no." Reb shrugged. "As far as | can tell. | worry if those little 


differences could be a sign it won't at times, but, usually they're not. From the few events I've seen with 


them." 
"That's fine; anyone's wise to never drop their guard a hundred percent. But you've got good signs there. So, 
that leads me to a more important question, Reb. How are you picking up on it here in Lapse? How much longer 


are you thinking it's gonna be?" 


All the color that had made its way back into Reb's face since the start of the conversation drained out 


before Allen's eyes. 
Aha, there we have it 
"| don't know." 


Reb folded his hands before himself and wrung them together, letting bits of broken leaf fall to the grass. His 


voice was barely audible at first. 


"| don't know. | dont know how long l'm going to be here. | don't know if the event won't drag out the separation 


longer for sure. | can try to convince myself it won't. Most of the time | can But with this, here in between in 
Lapse? | don't know. Not only do | not know if this event could be different in how long we're apart, but | don't 
know how much longer or shorter the event jfself is going to drag out. It's already moving slow, and being back 


to the old not knowing how long this is gonna last or when l'm going to hear from Kip next is so hard for me." 


So Lapse really might be more the problem in a situation such as this There may be more possibilities in that, as 


we do have more control here, Allen wrote. We might be able to work with this 


"You're having a harder time in Lapse, for as hard as | can imagine this event is, without being in it with you 


to see it first hand." 


Reb nodded aggressively. "The uncertainty of how long we will -or won't -be stuck here, and apart for all | 
expect -that's the worst." 


"So why do you feel ashamed to say that you miss him? When you know it's been a significant amount of time 
in Lapse on top of the event, and you can fairly say its hard for you?" 


"I know why he needs time away, just like he did then" Reb looked torn as he shrugged. "And | don't want him 
to feel guilty for that. | really don't. He already did feel guilty when we were together, for not being able to 
hide it all toward the end, and he deserves to not have to be strong for me -he doesn't have to disappear to 
do it. I'd want to be there for him too. | don't know all the reasons, but | have to come to terms that he feels 
like he does have to be away. He feels like he has to hide his pain from me to protect me -even if he doesn't. 
And there's nothing | can do to help him with us being apart, and that sucks. Even if we were together, | 
probably wouldn't be able to do much more for him aside from just being there, like Paul was for me. And | 
feel bad for Paul, because that sucks, too. Dealing with me being like that, because | couldn't stand it all at 
first -even though I'd do it for Kip in a heartbeat." 


Allen nodded, validating Reb. "If you could, of course you'd try. You care about him." 
Maybe to a fault... if the one fault the world might be better off with more people having To care too much 


"And then, if | were to fight it now, so Kip would be with me, would it disrupt me being able to help Jeff 
through his situation? | don't want to hurt him either, if being able to be with Kip meant | wouldn't be with 
him. Because he was there for me in that time, just as much as | at least tried to be there for him. He did 
more for me than | could have asked him to in getting through that.” Reb held a warning finger up. "He wasn't 
Kip. Never was and never will be who Kip is to me, no matter how many times | might have to relive my time 


with him in Dokken -but he was someone special." 


"So, you had some place you would have rather been if you could have been there, but you eventually had a 


sense of purpose where you were, and that was important too." 


h which lies the sensitive debate if whether everything really does happen for a reason -even if it's not a good 


reason, and the negative side effects are greater than a beneficial outcome. 


Reb nodded as Allen scribbled his note. 


‘Ive already said this to Jeff -back in February, before we really figured out in repeat how we were going to 
work together. The problem -and it's strange to call it that the problem is, Jeffs great. He was wonderful to 
me the first time around and all -as a friend and a bandmate. And he helped a lot. But it doesn't fix it entirely. 
This time around, it's not just him, because there's John Lodge, and Gary whenever he's here, others less 
often. You know, I'm surrounded by all these people here who have been great to me. | can't properly thank 
them for how patient they've been putting up with me, or put into words how glad | am for it, but it still 
never is right. It still hurts and | still miss Kip, because you just can't replace someone like that.” 


Allen shook his head wordlessly. 
No. You cant 
Reb paused, bit his lip, inhaled, and then continued. 


"And | don't expect anyone or want anyone to be that -it'd be selfish and wrong in all kinds of ways -but | 
don't know why | keep expecting that having all these people around me are going to make me stop feeling 
lonely. Or feeling guilty that | wish they could fix that, and that they don't, as much as they go out of their 


way To help." 


"So they're helping you," Allen paraphrased, "and that's one way they're fighting it -being there for you. You're 
not asking them to do it. Correct me if I'm wrong. They're doing it by their own choice, and you wouldn't be 
upset with them if they chose not to, so there's nothing to feel guilty about there. You're not asking them to 
be someone they're not, nor are they trying to be that, so thats nothing to feel guilty or shameful of. You've 
accepted you can't do anything for Kip, as much as you'd like to, and in that, you're honoring what he 


requested. So where's the shame really coming from in missing him so much?" 


| know the answer. He let it slp while he was ranting, but he didn't realize it, and it didn't register. And he has GOT 
fo say it and accept it if its ever going to stop haunting and paralyzing him, or if he's going fo be able to do 


anything about it here. Takes one to know one. 
Reb's face crumpled, and his voice cracked just as soon after. 
"Because | do want to fight it." 


"You just scared yourself real bad the first time you tried, and you don't think that you can without messing 
other things up." 


Reb nodded with closed eyes, like he was reliving a past discussion with Paul, just in a different context. The 
familiar splash of tears escaping his closed eyelids strengthened the memory, and he nodded more vigorously 


as he swallowed back a still-audible hiccup, which was followed by another he couldn't quite stifle as more 


tears broke forward. These were not the slow, angry tears that had come minutes before, but ones from the 


intense heartache of combined loneliness, fear, and undeserved guilt he'd carried for months. 


And all of it had left Reb in such conflict, Allen could see the dog beaten one time too many, standing before 


him. 


Frozen mid-stride, holding an injured paw off the ground, trying desperately to find a way to take a step 
forward without subjecting himself to more pain in the process, and not seeing any chance of it. Every reach 
forward was leading to a flinch to retract said paw back, and to abort another attempt, all while his fear 


multiplied. 


Until he became more and more resigned that he was doomed to pain, whether he ran, or stayed where he 
was to take the next impending strike. 


| do want to fight it. And Im doing NOTHING to fight it or fix it. Maybe if | dd fight if, itd be done by now, and 
maybe its actually MY fault it's still going on, and its my fault he's still suffering, and that | still have to miss him 
in the first place. But I also still want to fight it when | KNOW why | CANT 


"Maybe there's a way that you really can." 
"Maybe. But at what cost if | do mess up?" 


"It depends. That's always going to be there, in some degree. There will be a cost for fighting certain parts of 
certain events. However, there are going to be other parts to fight that are unlikely to mess up, and are 
unlikely to have great consequences if things don't go quite as planned. Think about it. What Paul told you back 
when, and what we've just talked about with what we can do, with all of us here knowing more now than we 
did then. It's not necessarily just down to the happenings of the event, if you rather would play it safe with 
such a delicate balance and leave it alone," Allen added with thought. "However, you've said, you don't know how 


time works anymore here -clearly, you still don't. Perhaps this is the exact reason, and a chance to find out." 


"| don't know how, but.. but there's the other problem. | don't.. don't want to be selfish," Reb choked, chest and 
shoulders now visibly heaving with intermittent, doubled-inhales that threatened to break apart his sentences 
and sneak between syllables, even as he tried to piece together his fragile composure. "Because wh-what am | 


trying to do with it, and who am | doing it f-for?" 


Snubbing' -thats what Alice Cooper called it back in February, Allen thought of the pathetic, yet genuine display 
of uneven, unintentional gasps for air. Said he didnt know why he called it that, but it seemed to fit well Maybe 
our controller heard it described that way at some point and thought the same thing.. 


".| don't want to be doing it j-just for what | want. D-don't want it just to help myself get through the - this 
thing -y'know? Just to have it over with sooner „and to see Kip again sooner. It's not fair to Jeff. Or to Kip 
either, when when he asked to be alone. To have time alone -what -whatever time he gets here. It's not fair 


if it does go wrong. If there were a chance it'd help „maybe help a few others.. if it did go right, maybe. But, 


for me to try to try and do this, just for me -l can't make that mistake again, just for that." 


Allen nodded, waiting a moment before speaking, lest he drive Reb into another frenzy with a suggestion made 


too soon. 


Breathe, kid. Youre gonna knock yourself out, wound up like that too long Thats NOT something | intend to have 
happen in trying to work around this place, either. 


If you don't think you can, that's fair. You have your reasons, just as Kip has his. | can tell you though, you'd 
be doing something for all of us. Few of us here have done anything often enough, if at all, to know how 


consistently it works, trying to control timing. For as useful as it could be for anyone here, if it is consistent” 
Reb snapped his gaze up, something catching light behind the trauma in his eyes. 


"Its your call And not this event now. Maybe some other time, when it's not something as difficult to relive, 
or as fragile a situation You're not the only one here missing their bassist and other half. Nor are you the 


only one feeling a little apprehensive about this -and rightfully so." 


And its a DAMN GOOD THING | didn't bring Fagen along for THS one. He might not have let it show, but he'd have 
had an internalized meltdown over this discussion, and | doubt itd do him any favors in the following days. 


"You don't know what you're getting yourself into entirely -that is scary. But just like you said John and Paul 
told you, you have got to start believing in yourself again. If not for trying to control this event, for getting 
through it itself. Because part of that's just life, standard or split. You can't tell me Kip's never had that talk 
with you in either world. And I'd bet that Jeff's told you that too." 


Reb nodded, almost laughing weakly, even as new tears formed with past encounters playing through his mind. 


"He has. They both have. Alice said Kip would tell me now, if he was here." 


"Yeah, he would," Allen insisted, "I know he would, and I've only known him as long as I've been around here. 
Even here, Gary's been telling you. And now | am -and I'll tell you, I'm not notorious for being the good guy, 
okay? I'm often seen as the opposite. If you ever found Richard Meltzer here, he'd want you to think l'm a 
demon of sorts with his extreme views. Of course, who'd | be to argue with him for that when you can't even 


judge yourself without bias?" 

"That's okay. Some of the best people I've known came disguised as villains," mused Reb. "Alice is an angel, 
undercover as a demon. Kip's more complicated. He has a naughty side, but when | first met him, | saw 
something stuck up and antagonizing, and couldn't have been more wrong." 


"The looks of a situation on the surface can be deceiving," Allen mused. 


"| know." Reb forced a tearful laugh, more of an attempt to disguise a cough that forced back residual sobs, 
and allowed him a hard exhale against the jerking inhale of the snubbing, to keep it from creeping back up. His 


composure was slowly falling back together, after having dredged-up trauma ripped through it. 


"Its why | let you see this." He pointed to the folder. "When | heard you talking to Paicey and Jon, about 
fighting it, even though its terrifying for me to think of. And why | couldn't look at you and think you're not 
good, underneath it all. | think realizing that instead of writing everyone off for it proves that." 


| don't know why Im so touched. but thats not the point, anyway, and there's something To lay straight right here 


and now. 


"Good and bad is a subjective matter,” Allen retorted. "And not something that can be expressed in black or 


white. We're not here to argue who truly is wrong or right, because there is no definite answer to that" 


"Maybe. But you can't tell me there's not something to you doing this, beyond your own entertainment and 
curiosity," said Reb. "Maybe it started that way. But something over the last few months, with how it's been 
around here changed that. | haven't seen much, but | can tell, and | wouldn't have come to you if | didn't. 
Maybe some test told my parents | was no good for any sort of high-level profession outside of music, and 


maybe academic formats don't work for my ability to learn and focus, but I'm not stupid” 


"Hey. Not everyone can be like Johnny Too-Good" Old exhaustion crept into Allen's expression at the mention of 
such controlling systems of standards that still had their mark beyond the standard world. "Doesn't mean you 
can't make it in a way that suits you, instead. And that goes for here, too. Or how it should be, anyway. Not 
everyone's caught on yet, but, | think more are. If you can call me good, | think you'd better give yourself 


more credit. You're trying to learn for yourself -you're coming along.’ 

Yet again, | wish | had a piano here with me. 

"So, what should | do?" 

"You have to decide for yourself" Allen smirked. "Its your event. | can only understand but so much without 
being there. I've just thrown out some options | know about, but you know better than me what's going to help 


you. You might not think so, but | bet you can figure it out." 


"| guess trying to force it along in timing -but we're all stuck here in Lapse, because Don and Mick just aren't 


ready at all, and | don't want to rush them." 


"Well, by that logic, you can't really push the event faster than they can deal with if you try, can you? You 


can't go forward if you guys aren't all here and ready." 
Reb did a double-take. 
"| didn't think of that. | guess we'd just end up stuck again if we got back into it and | tried. But, if-?" 


Allen couldn't help but smile at the slight spark of hope returning to Reb's eyes. The drive setting in to extend 


a leg and step forward. 


"Is how fast you get through it all. Not changing what's going to happen in the event itself. There is no wrong 


answer.” 


"| guess-?" Reb stopped himself. "Well, | still think I'll give Jeff and Mick some time. The worst of that | saw 
was only a month or so into my time. If the rest of it goes fast after that drags out, that's better than the 
whole thing going like this." 


"So you might be able to use timing as a way. But you still are letting Jeff and Mick sort out their difficulties 
in the time they need at first. Is that so selfish, having that consideration there?" 


"Maybe not" 

And the shadows of doubt were back, and the paw was being pulled back in once more. 

"You're helping Jeff here as well as in the event -as you would have then. In that way, you might already be 
fighting it. Being on his side might mean more than you know in helping him get through all the stuff with Mick 


we don't need to get into sooner." 


Reb nodded, wincing and shrinking down at the thought of how rough the start of it all had been, just a couple 


of months prior. 


"There is one thing | bet you could do that wouldn't hurt anyone, that might speed things along once they're 
ready," said Allen, "that you wouldn't have known about in the first time to the degree you do now.’ 


Reb looked up, still hunched in posture with reservation. 

Good Be reserved Just as we can all choose to help each other here, we all have to choose which help we'll 
accept for each case, and whose suggestions we'll follow. John Roth was right about that. But dont be paralyzed 
Time is a double-edged sword, and while it can fix a lot of damage, it can cause just as much trauma Particularly 
when stuck standing in the dark of the unknown. 

"You don't currently know what Don's been through, what he's going through in your current event, or what's 


going to happen. Think back far enough to what happened before the split, and you'll know part of it, but you 
know he's got a guarded, private side, and there still is only so much of that you know about:" 


Reb nodded. 
"He.. he lost his eight year old niece to cancer, after all that happened with George, and he-" 


Allen put his finger to his lips. 


"We don't need to list out the unhealthy ways he coped with it right now, questionable as they might have 
been. Don has enough bad marks on his name for reasons far less fair than that. Those who want to know will 
probably see it soon enough if they pay enough attention to the event your in, once it continues moving 


forward. As for you, it's plenty obvious, because you've seen it before and know it before figuring it out” 


"I know about it, though, and | know it has a lot to do with why he sometimes acts the way he does toward 


me in this event." 
"What, a bit of a P-l-double-L?" 
Reb almost started to smile. 


"Well, that, and as if he almost can't be bothered to care -and | guess it's been beaten out of him. | know 
what that's like, too, and | get it. | feel bad for him. Not out of pity, but because | know. Don't get me wrong. 
He's actually a great friend, and | loved being on tour with him. I've seen here how caring he can really be, 
especially with Glenn. But in the studio, it was the most stressful thing. And when I'm in this event, it's like 
there's this mental block. Like, | don't remember what happened ahead of where | am, aside from how it 
actually ended. | don't remember the good times with Don, or finding everything out, until I'm back here in 


Lapse. So | don't know how l'm supposed to use what | know about him in this event" 


"As far as that part of this goes, you probably can’t, in the event," said Allen, matter-of-factly. "But you do 
remember from the past well enough to know in Lapse, and you can remind yourself of that while you're here, 
so that at least that much of what's getting to you in the event can't follow you around here. And it's no 
different for him before you find out there what's going on with him. Maybe you don't know why yet, but 
from knowing him in the past, and here, you can read and understand his feelings. He's scared, he's in pain, he's 
lost practically all hope of it getting better, and not knowing any better, I'd say he doesn't truly remember 
what it felt like the last time he didn't feel that way. Or what it's like to not feel that way. The last of which 
is one of the hardest things to deal with, Reb -and | know you know that too." 


"Yeah." Reb nodded solemnly, motioning his hands before himself in thought. "Like with this. Having what the 
IOs were in my head again instead of a bad memory. All of it -it gets easier sometimes, but it's never gone - 


its always in the back of my mind, at least-" 


"-You don't need to work yourself back up and bring it forward any more today." Allen wagged a long, limber 


finger. "Unless it would help you find a way -but that can wait just until tomorrow, too." 


"Strange how two people can act so differently because of what's just about the same thing." With a sudden 


change of subject, Reb seemed to agree. 


"Because we're all so different," said Allen. "That doesn't ever mean we can't try to understand each other 
though. As part of understanding this world, just like Paul told you. We've got more around here capable of 
getting in that boat with you and Don. But Dokken's where it's all at for the event you're dealing with, and 


that's already a sizable start. And where you have the safest chance of making a difference." 


"| guess | already did once," Reb admitted. 
"And you will again, just for the course of the event. But, here too, in Lapse, knowing what you know now." 
Reb looked up at Allen, eyes dull and glazed with exhaustion. 


"Give Don a chance, okay? That's something you can do. Be patient and stick with him -be receptive to him 
when he approaches you for things beyond criticism. At least here in Lapse, even when it's tough during the 
event itself and doesn't always work out. So when Mick and Jeff are ready to move forward, he'll feel more 


ready too? If not for yourself, for Jeff and Kip?" 


"You're giving me a chance to fight when | can't trust myself. | guess if | give him a chance, maybe he'll decide 
there's a point in it again. In trying.” Reb lowered his gaze. "| have to pay it forward somehow -I don't know 


sometimes why | deserve how many people have looked out for me and-" 


"-Stop that kind of talk, because l'm not gonna wait as long as Alice to tell you what | think about it. /m not 
that patient." Allen's tone sharpened and became more stern, but he kept the volume and pitch consistent, 
neither raising nor lowering it into the dangerous and intimidating extremes. Nevertheless, he'd nipped the self- 


deprecating talk Reb was turning back toward in the bud. 


"Now, I'm not always big on hugging either," he warned, an unspoken dont get used fo it trailing on as he 
gingerly extended his arms to his side to take Reb in them, taking care that his sharp joints and bony frame 
weren't in position to stab the guitarist who was already fit to shatter. 


Faint images floated up through Allen's memories from early in his time in the standard world of clinging to 
Albert, realizing how easily neither would have seen each other again, as Reb locked on in return. Loose at 
first, as if trying to resist, and as if trying to not seem clingy while desperate for the comfort nobody there 
could possibly give him, but eventually giving in 


Unbeknownst to Allen, Reb was seeing more recent images of dreams -dreams where he got to see Kip for a 


split second, but never got as far as a comforting embrace before they were cruelly ripped apart again. 
Dreams that had once made him fear Kip was gone from his life for good. 
lm not, but he is. And he just needs it right now.. and though | hate to admit it, occasionally, | do too. 


Finally, Reb tore himself away. He scrubbed the backs of his hands over his eyes, snuffled, and shook his head 
like a dog shaking off water. 


"lIl talk to Jeff about it. He's not Kip, but he has some of the same reason, and he's here. Maybe I'll ask if he'd 
ever be willing to tell you some things, because | know he knows things | don't -and | know things he doesn't, 


about this split place, so far. We're already fighting our situation in the event together without trying to 


change anything from the first time. | guess we can fight this, too." 


Nodding, Allen watched and listened, patiently, even through the semi-incoherent ramble, spoken uncertainly, as 


if Reb was trying to assure himself just as much as say what he really believed. 

"IFs a little less scary -doing it with others in Lapse and knowing any mistakes aren't entirely on me -and we 
can work together to fix it if we mess up. Like we've already been trying to help each other get through it. 
More of us are here to help do that; a lot of us have seen different things. | guess it's the best thing we've 


got here, right? Just how many of us are here, and what we all know put together.” 


A spark of true hope in Reb's voice this time. Hope he did believe in. Hope that was logical, and grounded in 


something he'd already seen 


"Maybe that's more important than just time in figuring it out. Something we have in this world we didn't have 


before" 

And you realize as much as | do how much that's worth 

Allen smirked tiredly as he began to walk back toward the building entrance. "Strength in numbers, huh?" 
And as he glanced behind himself, he watched Reb walking back in his wake. 

The beaten dog, finally finding a way forward, taking a limping step away from its source of torment. 


"Strength in numbers." 
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Making his return for the night just after Il:00, Donald found Allen in the hideout, slouched against the pedal 
assembly under the keyboard in light, fitful sleep. His guitar lay across his lap, supporting limp, haphazardly- 


laid arms. 


The latter was in a position to where, as a familiar item, it could be a comforting thing to hold However, it 


was also perfectly poised to be swung as a weapon if need be on waking up. 


Something that Donald was more inclined to recognize than a week prior -and something that made him think 


twice yet again about physically waking him. 
Instead, he closed the door and knocked on the inside of the thick slab of composite that mimicked wood. 


Allen shuddered and slowly opened his eyes with a wince, hands slowly starting to curl around the neck of the 


guitar until he got a look and seemed to relax again. 


Donald leaned back against the door and crossed his arms as he gazed back down at him, dark eyebrows 


furrowing even as one corner of his mouth tried to smirk and put a weak disguise over his fear. 
"That bad, huh?" 


"Knocking after you came in the room?" Pushing the guitar off his lap and to the side, Allen tried and failed to 


form a smirk of his own. "That's a first as far as | can remember. Never been woken up that way either." 


"Actually, you have," said Donald. "Not that I'd have expected you to realize it coming out of a nightmare. You 


were pretty far out of it that night.” 


"Ah, yes.. | was. Second time then, at least. First to my perception" Allen glanced to his watch. "Wow. Youre in 
way early this time. At least for you." 


"Slow night," Donald muttered. "Not worth staying out any longer when no one else bothered to. | could th'say 
you're asleep pretty early for you -not that it seems intentional.” 


"You could say the conversation today took it out of me. And while | probably ought to kick myself for writing 
a bunch of notes about it right away instead of waiting awhile.. well, it's already done. What are you gonna do?" 
Allen tossed a hand up with more effort than usual, and Donald could see how it was lightly trembling with 


exhaustion. "I chose to do it; I'm not regretting it" 


"Well, if you're not gonna regret it, l'm assuming that entry's one of your best." Donald took a hesitant step 
inward from the door. 


‘Forget an entry." Wearily, Allen motioned Donald in and pushed himself to sit upright with his hands. "| wrote a 
scientific review article, incorporating related things we've found out this week. And to add details of their 
events, | could write a book -if that wasn't already being done in some ways, perhaps. Lucky thing, Reb wrote 
the abstract and introduction for me in advance. That helped." 


"So, what's'the review topic then?" Donald eased down on the piano bench, which Allen had pushed aside just 
far enough for comfort. 


"Amidst all the details of his events to fully explain what he experienced, and what Lapse has come to mean 
for some of us? Mostly, the different ways we've discovered and confirmed how to fight for some control 
over an event, and how and when one way might be more appropriate than another. Which | believe is 
important, when you really think about how much good fighting for control does if it doesn't yield any more of 


a desirable outcome." 


"Ritchie knows he can fight it," stated Donald. Maybe we dont know the perfect way HOW for every event, but 
it CAN be done. "And IF he's telling us everything there is'th to know -big fucking ‘if with him, and | doubt that 


was all -he's been pretty success'thful so far in getting the outcome he wants." 


"And then we have Reb as the opposite -he knows we can do something to change what takes place in an 
event, but he's terrified of actually doing it, because he's only ever seen his attempts go wrong," Allen added. 


"You mean he's seen some of what CAN go wrong -and WILL if you're not careful enough" Donald started to 
reach for the main notebook "I gotta hear about that, then. That's what | want to know. What NOT to do." 


Reaching up to the keyboard surface above him, Allen patted the separate folder Reb had passed along, which 
was now stuffed full with papers of additional notes. 


"My notes on my talk with Reb are right in there, as well as his own. Take it easy when you go through those, 


you hear? Particularly on what came up while | was talking with him." 
I still stand strong in believing its a good thing you werent there. Some of that is going to be VERY real for you. 


"Are you implying he was'th harder to deal with than Ritchie?" He wasn’t even as hard as | expected, when Ive 
SEEN how he can be.. | wouldn't expect it from Reb, but | wouldnt put it past hm when he's out of his head And 
GODDAMN, youre jumpy tonight 


"Read what | went back through instead of asking me for details. Unless you want to wait ‘till tomorrow -or 
maybe even the day after that -for me to answer you. Because if | have to go over it all a third time in 
twenty-four hours, its going to put me in a world-class mental state -as if we don't have enough of us in one 


already." 


"Yeah, I've SEEN him in one. Heard it, too." Donald picked up the folder by the edge with his fingertips, almost 
as if suspicious of the object itself. "| take it that's gonna give me a good idea why?" And part of why Im 
spending my nights here instead of the bedroom? 


At that, Allen heaved an unusually wheezy sigh, and Donald noted the evidence of nine, burned-down cigarettes 
on the window sill, none of which had been there when he'd headed out just over two hours prior. He'd 
gathered Allen's addiction was significantly dulled down in Lapse since the split, and that might have been a 
near typical amount in the standard world, but the sight was worthy of a double-take based on what he 


usually saw. 


"Ill be damned if it's not going to. | knew what | was getting into, but that was tough. Pulled up some personal 
stuff too, for me, near the end. Not so much relating to the happenings of his event." Allen paused, then 
shrugged. "Well, | guess you could say some of that was already coming up, because nightmares and all, and 


that just bounces off that." 
"Any chance you think THAT'S an event in the making?" Donald stared Allen down critically. 


| thought that myself," he admitted. "Considering it's been awhile since they've been that vivid here. But you 
see, it just doesn't feel like what an oncoming event usually does. So if it is, | don't think it's one about to 
happen too soon. However, | know it could, down the road. It's not like there was much chance ahead of my 
events so far to see a warning -or that they were anything serious enough to need one. And, | at least have it 
on another's authority that a nightmare repeating often enough here before anything like it shows in an event 
could be a warning of what is to come. He hasn't been around here in quite sometime, though Mike seemed to 


agree with him, given his reaction to his own vivid dream a few weeks back." 


"An event around what's happening with the nightmares'th that come before it. Oh brother." As if | didn't have 
enough nightmares as the result of an event AFTER the fact "There's another way Don Dokken might be right 
about starting at the worst, if it saves you from catching it on both sides -even if | WOULD have appreciated 
knowing WHY | was back in ‘84 and what in Hell was going on. Seems'th to me that'd would be more likely 


coming from something that would be a repeat from Standard than something new to Split, too." 


"You know how it works well enough -and you're working toward the same direction I'm going." Allen gazed up 
to the ceiling with a sad, tired smile. "| guess it's not really so late this time tonight, if you still want to know 


about it. At least | can tell you about that" 


Donald tossed his hands up. "Why the fuck not? If you want to knock yourself out. I'm not sleeping this early, 
anyway. Not without drugs | want to stay behind me, now that this event is getting further away." 


He squinted suspiciously as Allen lightly shuddered at the word ‘drugs’, but carried on. 


"So what about this event that's'th tentatively ahead of you?" 


Oddly enough, all evidence of discomfort was gone. Allen looked amused -almost as if in a drunken euphoria in 
stepping up to the task 


"You know, this could be interesting. Talking about something that hasn't been an event yet, but might. That'll 
be the silver lining if | have to deal with reliving it all -seeing how well | could predict it, and what kind of 
differences it might have here." 


"If that's the name of the game." Donald picked up the evidence notebook. "We can come back to this'th AFTER 


the fact and see just how well you use what we've found so far." 


"Game on. Put a flag on that page so we know how to find it when that time comes. Of course, l'm starting to 
feel like we're playing a game of who can get through their sob story without sobbing today, too." Allen rubbed 
his hands together, mimicking a sinister grin that gave way to sucking in air thought his overlapping teeth. 
Let's see, can | make it? | might be playing with fire." 


Not that | care so much what anyone thinks. Few people here have the right left fo criticize that 


"You have a more articulate delivery than most" Donald stuck a colored Post-It tab on the edge of the page 
that he labeled ‘speculation -pre-event and passed Allen a challenging glance in the dark. "Make a wise enough 
point with it worth hearing, and l'm less of one to judge the fool who burns himself.” 


"Few months into 1968, we were getting ourselves together as Soft White Underbelly, and you probably 
remember -eh, let me make this easier and get straight to it. If there's something you don't understand 
without context or details, just ask. Or if you really want to know more." Allen smirked wearily. "I trust you 


won't need as many at least to understand as others might, anyway." 
"| should hope not," Donald retorted, "or I've slipped more since'th arriving here in Split than I've realized." 


| got drafted" As promised, Allen went straight to the point and stabbed the atmosphere with it. "Didn't 
manage to get myself out of it when | was called to the board the same way the others with us at that time 


did" 


"Goes to show their intelligence," Donald muttered. "I'd think of any of you, you'd figure out the most believable 


excuse.” 


"But you see, that's probably what came back to bite me," Allen countered. "Funny as it may seem. Albert 
could truly pass as crazy. Possibly without tripping himself out on LSD the night before like he did. Sandy, in 
his own way too. To them, | suppose | was just a scared man with enough intelligence to piece together a 
clever excuse that retained logic. And too scared and non-confrontational to deliver it right, when on the spot 
with one chance to get it right." 


“Sounds'th like a pretty familar problem," said Donald, stinging Allen with a sidelong glancing smirk under the 
cover of the dark room, recognizing his own added words to the evidence. "It can be a curse and a bless'thing 
to be smart, isn't it?" 


Smart enough to think of all the ways something can go WRONG.. especially when there is no doing another take. 
Allen smiled, almost nostalgically. 


"Just like you, | came a long way in that," he replied. "So of course, | got put in the Army and sent to war. At 
least they're not stupid enough to put a guy like me on the lines. Physically, | couldn't hold up in training before 
anything real would have started, and | had no prior combat training whatsoever. But, they looked at what 
schooling | had. They knew | could handle a camera, and could process films. Figured I'd be useful on the team 
documenting every found and collected corpse for identification Or whatever was left, if it could be identified. 
Or even worse, the ones barely still alive, disfigured beyond recognition and too far gone to know what was 


happening. Beyond the suffering, at least. 


| never left the camps, but | knew from what | was doing that not everyone died because they went out to do 
whatever they were doing. Sometimes, the danger got in with us, no matter how many people were looking out. 
You could never assume that being stationed in a so-called easy’ position meant you didn't have to watch your 


back at every minute." 


Anybody on the street has murder in his eyes.. anybody watching and looking your way could as well Donald 
stared at Allen, closely inspecting his eyes with every word, as if he were back in New York, walking down the 
streets he'd once walked without too much thought for him in the latter half of his academic days, then again 
while alone and vulnerable to any passerby gazing his way in the 80s. 


"Two months in, paranoia took over." Submissive to Donald's guarded gaze, Allen lowered his own to the floor 


between his own two feet as he dropped his own guard and sat vulnerable. 


| wanted out, but figured | wasn't getting out alive, and that if | was going to go, | might as well do it myself. 
At least so that I'd know how it happened. Preferably in a way that would allow others to know how it 
happened, too. Or a way that would let them identify me without being another poor soul on their camera 


films." 


If Donald dropped the pen, taken aback by the abrupt confession, his strategic hold on it between writing, 
horizontal against the page of notes, a mere inch above the paper, kept Allen from having a chance of seeing in 


the shadows. 


"Out there, they'd give you a load of opiate painkillers without a second thought. Not the wisest thing, maybe, 
but not hard to fathom someone might need them after a few days in battle either, if they're not afraid of 
them for the reasons | was. And | was, until | decided the reasons | was afraid of them were exactly why | 
wanted them. | could have made a case for myself with lugging those huge cameras, or the headaches from 
the film chemicals. But, it turns out | didn't have to make anything up, to compensate for not being out in the 
known danger zone. | twisted an ankle when | startled one night at an explosion outside. It wasn't my brightest 
moment, falling out of my upper bunk Yet, funny how that gave me the most joy | felt in those two months 


over there." 


Allen paused and chuckled dryly, imagining the scene in the Summer of ‘68 as the dull, hazy lights in that bunk 
house in Vietnam turned on. Alarms outside were blaring loud enough to make the shouts of everyone trying 


to right themselves with what was happening fade together. 


He sat on the floor beside the bunk ladder, legs sprawled out underneath him, blood and fire pulsing in one foot 
as his ankle began tinging purple, and clutching his chest as he laughed hysterically at the wild looks other base 
personnel around him were throwing. He should have been mortified, he should have been pulling himself up by 
the ladder and hobbling after the others to see if the building was still safe, or if they all needed to find a 
sate path out. 


That had hardly mattered when he had a clearly-marked way out of what he really wanted escape from. 


"So | managed to push through the week without most of the pills they gave me, and still had a bunch -ten, 
give or take -and I'll leave the rest of what | did up to imagination. But please, don’t." 


"Yeah, and you know why | won't either," Donald quipped, taking effort to emphasize less forcefully, lest unease 
show through it. 


| WISH that | actually HAD to imagine if, instead of remembering it 

"| know, well enough. And leaving out the details of what they had to do -at least from what | heard, since | 
don't remember any of it -they got me stable, flew me home, and into another hospital there to recover. 
Sandy came to get me with Buck and Albert, and still being strung out, shell-shocked, and on the tranquilizers 
they gave me at the hospital, | made a fucking scene, more or less." 


Allen shrugged, ducking his head and tossing one hand out in front and over himself. 


"Not that | mention it often, because after all the scenes | got to make with the others onstage and off over 


so many years, | think that one was rather pathetic by my standards, y'know?" 
His laughter had ceased at some point Donald had failed to catch. 
The same dry, joyless laughter he knew too well. 


"They'd all gotten letters like | did, too," Allen continued. "I didn't know if I'd see all of them again even if | made 
it. You see, they could have gone off before | somehow made it back. Just because | managed to get myself 
out alive didn't mean they would too -I'd seen enough to know that. And at that point in my life, the band, and 


some of the people in it -they were what mattered most to me." 
All | HAD at that tme. 


"If they'd been gone, | wouldn't have truly had a home to get back to.. and mentally, the place | was in then, | 
don't think I'd have thought it was worth it, being sent home, if that's what would have happened. 


"We've been lucky so far in Blue Oyster Cult, to not have to relive anything painful. | already knew that -even 
better now, after these discussions. We've been insanely lucky. But | dont expect that to last but so long. 
Especially not with the pattern everyone else has followed -and besides that, I've gone and said it now -can't 
blame Eric this time. I'd expect that'd be something I'll see again, sooner or later, and | wouldn't expect it to 
happen much different than before. There are a few other things I'd expect might be a concern too. Not so 


much compared to what some of us here have, honestly." 
"And if you do relive it soon." Dare I say | can see WHERE youre going with this? "you DON'T intend to fight it." 


Allen arched an eyebrow and motioned to Donald. "Think about it, and you tell me. We know from Jon Lord and 
Paicey that unless my event related to that started early enough for me to try dodging the draft a better 
way, I'll have to relive the part of being there, no matter how hard | try to change it, and in attempting to 
change it, | might subject myself to dealing with it longer. Why expend the energy to hold it off, in that case, 
unless there's a reason extraneous to my own event for me to stick around here in Lapse? It won't do but so 
much to me now. Trauma from the standard world lasted this long -won't be anything | haven't seen in too 
long, or much more than an extra vivid nightmare if it happens the exact same way. And I've already said why 


that's fine by me. The most harm done at this point in having to relive it is to my pride." 


‘Or being a basket case for a couple of months," Donald couldn't help but say, more in an attack on himself and 
the damage his own pride had taken than on Allen. 


"Life on the road could make some of us basket cases WITHOUT anything major happening,” Allen snorted. "I'd 
say better to have a reason to own it if you have to be that way." 


"And you wonder why we didn't stay on the road in the day. You have a grip on logic most people don't have." 
Donald worked up a smirk in the dark, despite himself. 


"Not enough to get me or the rest of us off the road," Allen joked back, if for nothing else than to 
momentarily ease tension. "Back to where we stand here, though, you take what Ritchie said, and what Jon and 
Paicey unintentionally found out, and how much of ‘fighting it is more helpful for controlling how fast or slow 
an event progresses, rather than trying to change what happens. The latter of which is theoretically possible, 
if everyone pitches in so that it can happen differently, rather than the same. But try herding cats." 


"ltd take a pretty miserable situation to make everyone do that," Donald snorted. "Not gonna happen. Any 
board members in your event won't let that happen any other way than it did before, either.” 


"The hell they won't. That's another reason | won't try. In fact, if the time comes and | know | can't stop that 
event from happening, | don't want it to happen any other way than exactly the same." Allen tilted a vertically 


extended index finger in Donald's direction, requesting his answer. "And I'm almost certain you can tell me why." 
"You survived" 


Donald said the two, brief words so plain and dry, as if he was saying them the same way he'd heard them 


sometime before. 
"| survived" Allen nodded. "And | lived. too." 


In the thin beam of light between the shadows, the two caught eyes, mutual understanding of meaning visible: 
Survival was WORTH it 


"I know it ended well, eventually. As well as it possibly could have. Scary and painful as it was at the time. And 
that won't be as bad, granted the general turn of events do repeat exactly the same, because I'll know what's 
going to happen. That was the worst thing, first time around -what had me freaked out more than anything. 
The uncertainty of it all. 


"And you see, that's what's so challenging here. It's what we don’t know that really scares us. That scares 


anybody, depending on what it is. Do we fear the dark, or do we fear what's IN it?" 


And now someone GETS it.. It doesnt matter what YOU do or how vigilant you are, but whatever anything or 
anyone else will do -good luck predicting that every time if you dont share the same brain 


‘lm catching it already before it happens, but | know what's coming," Allen continued, almost sounding frantic in 
listing his own reasons. "It won't be pleasant, but I'll survive it, and deal with other events in time. And if 
there's at least one thing | can do to keep it from dragging out any longer by getting stuck in Lapse, in the 
middle of it all, thats worth something pretty powerful -to anybody. Reb's stuck here missing Kip, but the lack 
of contact itself in his event isn't the greatest of his problems, and nor is the mindset it has him in. It's not 
knowing how long its going to last. Amongst other things around the event, rather than in it itself" 


"Factoring in however long the time in Lapse adds'th -and this'th is where we potentially have MORE control," 
Donald concluded, "ONLY if we know what we're really doing and not just blindly fucking around and fucking 


things up." 
Allen closed his eyes and nodded slowly, his mere silhouette in the dark taking on a doleful, resigned look. 


"Same as life before the split, we're never going to know everything there is to know," he warned, "and even if 
everything is consistent most of the time, there's almost always going to be the rare exception to the 
textbook example. There's always going to be something we're uncertain about and something we can't explain, 
we're never going to be perfectly free of pain and fear. But when the power goes out and it's pitch black in 
the night, even though it won't help you see everything that might be lurking in the dark, you'd much rather 


have this and see what you can see with it." 


Reaching up to take it from its perch on the keyboard, Allen held up the battery-powered emergency lantern, 
glowing softly and defining everything near it, and displaying the silhouettes of the further reaches of the 
space, then pressed the button on the side, plunging the room into darkness. 


"than nothing at all." 
Donald snorted, despite the flinch he hadn't quite resisted when Allen abruptly turned the light off. 


"Too bad some still want to drag their feet on even acknowledging it. Imagine how much we'd know -or as'th 


you want to call it -how much light we'd have, if everyone tried fighting it, and everyone was bringing one of 


those." 


"And you see, that's why what we've been doing lately is so important. That's why we need to learn whatever 
can be explained about this Split world, from whoever is willing to have that discussion and put what they've 
learned together with what others have. That's why we need to know the things we can expect to be 
consistent and work a certain way most of the time, if not all," Allen insisted, turning the light back on and 
setting it down on the floor, chasing off the shadows that had been standing between them before. "Not only 
for my own sake, nor even just the rest of my guys. But for Reb, Kip, Don, and Jeff; Gary, Neal, Jon and 


Paicey, for you, and who knows who else might eventually be here one day and dealing with it." 


He paused and gazed pensively up to the ceiling, tone rising from deathly serious and flat, to something lighter. 
Less certain, but believing every word. 


"Maybe not in the far too distant future either. Especially if we figure that part out." 

"For Walter?" 

And there was the slightest hint of the same, hopeful tone that Reb had at the end of his conversation. The 
one so rare and real that had gripped at Allen's deeply guarded heart as tightly as Donald gripped his stack of 


signed napkins. Not a naive hope, but a knowing one. 


For reasons so different, yet so achingly similar. 


It was a statement posed like a question, or somewhere in between, with too much inflection for the former, 


and not enough for the latter. 


Donald didn't need an answer, nor was he seeking one. He knew that Allen knew that, when he turned around 
just before the light was switched off again, and caught a glimpse of the familiar, knowing look he'd come to 
recognize over the last couple of weeks, suddenly distorted by misty eyes. 


But Allen still gave one, even at the risk of fully losing the composure he'd valiantly held in place up to the 
bitter end. Just to make sure there was no scary unknown hanging in the darkness to haunt either of them 


overnight. 


"Of course" 
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After a couple of hours and a slow start to the next day, Allen walked down the back exit steps from the 


kitchen lounge, and entered the common area at sometime just before 10:00 o'clock. 


John Lodge sat at one of the tables, turned sideways to the hall. Beside him, his blanket and pillow sat 


abandoned in a pile on the couch along the back wall. 


On the other couch immediately behind him, along the side wall separating the stairwell Allen had just 
descended, was a long-limbed figure curled up under a blanket. Only a tangled, honey-colored mass of long hair 


poked out against the pillow tucked along the arm of the couch. 


"Challenging night?" Allen whispered, putting the appearance and John's steady watch together to identify the 


sprawl beneath the covers. 


"No. He's just getting some good sleep," whispered John "And something he's needed for quite some time, 


without a fever or bad infection to knock him out." 
Allen nodded. "For sure." 


"We came out here, as he did not wish to risk waking Jeff up after the last few nights, but he's been 
absolutely silent," John assured. "Jeff's in the bedroom. Don's got him if he needs someone; he's up for the 
day." 

Knowing him, he's probably up because he CAN'T sleep, and there's no denying he has his own cross to bear, but I 
suppose we work through this one person at a time. Its a good sign for him when he has the drive to TRY these 


days. 


"| suppose Don's someone to look out for as he allows us to," Allen hinted, leaning over cautiously to check that 
Reb was indeed sleeping soundly, rather in disjointed fits of unconsciousness, plagued by bouts of whimpering 
evolving into the screams that would snatch him awake again. "But I'm glad he’s finally had some peace after 


the last few nights." 


"You've gotten him to open up about the one thing | haven't" John raised an eyebrow and smiled softly toward 
Allen, knowing wisdom beneath the overbearing sweetness of his outer demeanor, almost entirely contrary to 


his own. "Already, its helped him more than you know, and you're in tune to more than most." 


‘| only honored a request to the best of my ability. l'm certain he would have turned to you in time, John, had 
he not come to me, or had | not been there. Why he even chose me is still beyond me in some ways, when 


you've done far more for him." 


‘I'd believe he senses your willingness to take difficult topics with a different perspective. Or to dare to be one 
to step away from the norm." John gestured to Allen. "You've done quite a bit for someone else here. Though | 
haven't seen him around much the last few nights, and | still wouldn't expect him to be at ease with the way 
it has been this past week." 


"In another empty room we sneaked into," Allen said, matter-of-factly, with no intent to tell location. "Also 
getting some good sleep." 


In truth, that went for the previous nights. Currently, Donald was up reading the rest of the notes on Reb's 
discussion. Allen had come to the conclusion with Donald that it would be less daunting for him to read those 


on his own. 
"And just as well, in every sense." 
So John indeed wasn't any less wise to Donald's reason to reside elsewhere. 


Ive had a good hunch; more than ever, | believe it's time to consider your input, when the first safe opportunity 


comes. 


"| could not have helped him as you can," John continued. "I certainly would have liked to, and I'm glad you were 


able to once you were able to be with us once again" 


| can't take all the credit there." Allen cast another sideline look toward the huddle of blankets, knowing John 


would be just as quick to admit Gary's help in his place as he was to Neal jump starting their progress. 


"And save for this one instance, | doubt | can do so much for him." As much as / wish | COULD, and only at the 
right fme.. and | realize there are some here | cannot at all. YOU, on the other hand. you might: 


"You've picked up quite a lot that can be helpful, | realize. | am also aware that Mike's lent his perspective 


where he can." 


"It can be helpful -but only in the hands of those who want it, and sometimes, only given from the hands of 
certain people with the right intentions." Allen nodded toward John 


"When the time comes, it would be a pleasure to lend my hand" 
His awareness was left unspoken behind his offer. 


First, you must also be ready fo lend your perspective fo me, and | know just as you do that while now would be 
possible, it is not the best time. We still have to ensure all is in order. 


Whether John perceived the extent of loose ends was moot. In any case, he was right. Allen didn't push to go 
after anyone else for the next couple of days, taking time to reflect on all the information he and Donald had 
collected and further connect it together. 


He was glad to not see his worst concern become reality, in the form of a full flashback and regression of 
Donald's mindset to that of his first event. He did not jump and run from sudden noises and motions in his 
direction, nor did he take stiff steps in reverse from less familiar cohabitants of the common area, as if 
anticipating an attack. Most importantly, Allen was easily able to tell by Donald's almost constant presence with 
him that he wasn't curled up to hide beneath the lower bunk in the bedroom, despondent and dulled on 
antidepressant pills. 


However, he did not go unaffected either. Allen didn't miss his more subdued demeanor, or the less frequent, 
snarky interjections in their times together. Most obvious was when Donald had a sharp-witted thought that 
would have been natural for him to share aloud, if Walter had been there. How he started to sneer and cast a 
sidelong glance out of deeply-embedded habit, but vanished it in a millisecond as he was reminded by the lack 
of Walter's figure in his peripheral vision, and how his expression shadowed over for a moment after, eyes 


cast down toward his own two feet. 


Sometimes, it lasted longer, and he furrowed his brow in thought before saying something to Allen - 
presumably a modified version of what he would have told Walter. 


fit was something he could trust Allen to truly get, when translated to his dialect. 


The second evening after Allen's long talk with Reb, and following confession to Donald, the signs of a new 
development began to show when mostly everyone gathered in the common area for some time together. 


Ritchie was probably prowling for trouble somewhere in the building or outside -or perhaps retreated to his 
own hideout. With Jon Lord and lan Paice present, that was less suspicious. 


More notably, Don Dokken was missing. He'd driven off early in the day, with no explanation, or seemingly, any 


recognition of where he was going. 


"/ don't know for sure, but | have a couple of guesses, and HI find out soon enough," had been his response when 


Buck asked, noticing his intent to depart the building. 


Now, Reb and Jeff were feeling inexplicably tired since the middle of the day, with muted cold symptoms 
creeping back on. Both were certain with Don's departure and Mick going missing again that as soon as they 
went to sleep, they would be back in their event -something they were both fearful of and grateful for at 


once. 


John Lodge sat with them to one side in the second floor social lounge, trying to distract them from their 
fears and help them relax, so that they would be able to go to sleep easily, shortly thereafter. 


Allen and Donald sat in the opposite corner of the space at the kitchen island, watching discreetly, but 


neglecting to turn off the vent fan on the stove, so to give respectful privacy. 


John was over the two, wise and steady, yet able to speak from experience and empathy that made him 
genuinely understanding, and comforting for them. Reb was on the edge of his seat, as Allen had witnessed him 
-maybe only less shaky with the lack of confessing a dark secret. 


He was still terrified, flinching at every motion, and uncertain if each move he made was the right one. But he 


was trying. He was driven to try -at least if Jeff would try with him. 


Beside him, Jeff sat, visibly tired, and still mentally writhing in pain from his trauma -which was much more 
recent in time within the event they were slipping back into. Perhaps the one person incapable of truly giving 
up hope was on the brink of doing just that. But as he stood with Reb, he visibly was able to convince himself 
there was something worth it in trying together, as he pushed Reb to try with him. As he admitted he needed 
help, but promised that he would help Reb to help him, and that he knew they could find a way through it. 


The way they seemed to be talking and acting, Allen could recognize they were slipping into event mentality, 
with less awareness of everything that had happened in the Standard world, past the current point of their 


event. 

And if Donald looked at Reb with a full sense of understanding, and then looked to Jeff and momentarily down 
to his right where Neal would sit next to him on the piano bench in the hideout, as if he wished the smaller 
keyboardist was there, too, Allen didn't mention it while Donald's gaze settled on John. 

"Hey, Allen?" 


Donald was prompted to continue with a silent raise of an eyebrow, and Allen turning his head toward him. He 


just managed to make out the cue in his peripheral vision. 


"Here's a hypothetical situation. Lets'th say if Gary's not around, and if Reb is still in this event where he 
can't see Kip. What happens if John Lodge ends up in an event of his own, and they're both away while Reb is 


in Lapse?" 
Allen looked up and gazed at John over the top edge of his book. 


"I know John well enough. Its not going to happen," he muttered. "And once | finish telling him everything | want 
to tell him about that we've found out, he definitely won't let it happen" 


As long as Reb's here and Kip is not, he's not going ANYWHERE unless he's certain that Don Dokken is stable 
enough to help them, and WILL continue to be until he's back Or not unless Gary is here, and he has Gary's 
unbreakable promise that he's staying that long Id reckon to believe Jeff would be part of that pact if he wasnt in 
the same event with Reb and going through difficult things of his own that hinder him from carrying the weight - 
but they're sticking together for now, event or in Lapse.. 


"You're saying John Lodge would fight to hold off an event, no matter how odious or inevitable, and that he 
would STAY here in Lapse with Reb and Jeff. You believe that he would keep it hanging over his head however 
long he might until he knew that had someone else'th to stay with them until he got back" 


This time, Allen directly locked his gaze on Donald's weary, knowing eyes before answering. 
"Granted the control? He wouldn't think twice." 
He'd use what we know now, and he'd make the choice to stay in a heartbeat. 


And though he made no explication of it, Donald recognized Allen's unwavering promise that he would stay 
there for him, just the same. 


By the time Donald returned from another late night endeavor, cut short by the lack of activity, like Don had 
been since the morning, Jeff and Reb were nowhere to be located John Lodge mentioned they ‘might be in the 
bedroom that he'd nearly abandoned, as the last place he'd seen them go, but seemed to imply by his 
uncertain operator that they could be out of Lapse entirely. 


It was an eerie sensation, entering the room he'd grown used to seeing jam-packed, empty of all inhabitants. 
Neal remained absent as he'd been since Donald took to bailing for the hideout each night. Kevin and Gary were 


also missing along with him, and now, Reb, Don, and Jeff, too. 


In the cracked-open window, a box fan hummed steadily as the only sound and motion that wasn't from Donald 


himself. 


Finding one of his own notebooks from his stash of belongings that still remained in the room, he made the 


decision to stay the night and take notes on anything unusual that took place in the absence of the others. 


It seemed to be just another quiet, uneventful night, aside from the antics he'd always seen, even before Neal 


Doughty quite literally came charging into his Split world life. 


He heard the distinct click of Ritchie's boots dampened by the thin layer of carpet over the concrete, hallway 
floor, as he prowled around the levels of the building, looking for something of his interest. Hopefully nothing 
that would trigger his pyromaniac side -despite feeling a bit more daring than he typically did, another false 
fire alarm didn't appeal to Donald as something to do. 


To his surprise, in the absence of REO and Dokken, and the tension from the state of mind their events had 
them in, he heard Ritchie enter the adjacent bedroom and engage in some banter with lan Paice, who seemed 
to have an unexpectedly witty side to him. Perhaps he wasn't as spineless as he seemed, based on a few of 


the mistakes he'd discussed from his past. 


He heard Ray and Mike laughing together as they stepped out of the same, adjacent room, and made their way 


down to the common area. 


He heard the Bouchard brothers get into a tussle coming out of the roundabout stairwell on their way down 
after Ray and Mike, over Joe supposedly shoving Albert with his big shoulders as they tried to get through 


the doorway at the same time. 


That was stopped shortly, as a loud clap of two cupped palms striking together reverberated around the hall, 


leaving a mere second of silence in its wake. 


"Ding-dongs," Eric grumbled forcefully, as if chiding two misbehaving dogs, before the clatter of three pairs of 


feet continued around the bend and toward the common area. 
Donald smirked in the dark at the childish insult. Perfect for Albert's younger, wilder self, as far as he'd seen 


Perhaps he'd have come up with better himself, if the drummer were running amok in session and causing 


true problems. 


He heard the tell-tale thumping through the thin wall of Jon Lord aggressively playing a practice keyboard on 
the desk with headphones, muting the melody to the external world. Occasionally, he heard Ritchie bend a 
guitar string loud enough to sound through the wall, despite being audibly unplugged. 


Donald suspected the absence of REO Speedwagon had a bit to do with Ritchie being more present. Mainly Kevin 
and Alan, and the latter only because of his consistent attempts to keep order when it didn't suit Ritchie's 
desires, and clamped down on his freedom before there was always a reason to. Neal did not seem as likely to 


offend Ritchie, and he hadn't seen enough of Bruce to make any educated assumptions. 


While Donald had plenty of doubt in his mind, and would until he saw further, solid evidence, it was entirely 


possible Ritchie was a better person than he made himself out to be. 


A curious thought, he noted, should he and Allen ever seek more information from him in short, spaced-out 


attempts, so not to push the limited window of his patience. 


At some point, he must have zoned out in a combination of internal thoughts running together, and the late 
evening sounds droning on until they settled into a background noise. Nothing of further interest was there to 


prevent it -until the very thing that brought his attention to it, and subsequently brought him out of it. 


The door cracked open after the high-pitched, four-beep cadence of the punch code on all the bedroom doors. 
Nights in the hideout without such a feature had almost made him forget about that mildly annoying detail 


What came next was nearly enough to compensate for it. 


Donald had no recognition of the person who entered the room, between stature and the outline of facial 
features he could see in the dark. However, he knew he wasn't a newcomer to the split world, or this lapse 
location With the way he had walked in without so much as a pause to survey the room, or To switch on the 


light, it was clear he'd done it several times before. 


He seemed to be young and in healthy physical condition, with the exception of a subtle limp that found its way 
into a few of his strides, consistent with an old knee injury that was healing well, but still not a hundred 
percent. Donald noted the faint quirk in his otherwise smooth gait as he strode to the closet, opened one side, 


and retrieved a guitar-shaped instrument bag in the space between the wall and the tall storage chest inside. 


The bag was elongated enough in the neck to identify the instrument it held as a bass. Once he had it, he 
slipped out of the room. A thump on the adjacent door came seconds later, followed by shouts of surprise and 
laughter muffled through the wall on the other side, among which, Mike's ‘Lovely fo see youl was most 


recognizable, with his deep, accented tone that carried far. 


Stealthily ducking only his head out from under his low cover, Donald surveyed the room to make sure it was 
truly empty before sliding out and reaching up to the desk phone with great hesitance. Up to this moment, 
he'd yet to ever lay a finger on it, and paranoia had kept him from having the desire. Now, however, he saw 


use in it. 


It was connected to the phones like it in the other rooms, as rare as using them was. He had seen them used 
more often since Blue Oyster Cult had returned from exile, as having them up several floors rather than in 
the adjacent room made the phone more useful, though it still seldom rang. Which was just as well, for 
everyone's peace of mind. Donald had similar strong feelings to the ones Reb had voiced aloud a couple weeks 
back, as if the inanimate object could understand what he was saying: / dont like you. I want you fo be quiet - 
and dont get used to me daling out, either. 


Using the internal dial-code posted on the side of the phone stand, and the proper extension based on room 
number, Donald punched in the number to the abandoned office that was the hideout in hopes that Allen was 
still there to pick up, and that the phone didn't startle him, as it wasn't something that happened often. The 
latter, only to a point, as he decided with a smirk that communication in cases of being apart in Lapse was 
something Allen had yet to perfect in his plans. 


"This coming in from the first floor bedroom." Allen's tone was uncertain and his syllables stretched out 
longer than usual. One could hear the wheels turning in his head as he processed the sending extension number 


into which of the two bedrooms it was coming from, and who would even be there tonight. 
"Who's there?" 


"That's'th what I'm trying to figure out," Donald retorted. "I WAS by myself, and | am again now, but somebody 
IVE never met before just came in, grabbed a bass in a bag from the closet, walked out, and it sounds like 
they're having a party next door. | won't say who | THINK it is without being certain, but | have my suspicion. 


| have mine, too." Allen heaved a sigh, still wheezy with fatigue and smoke, albeit not nearly as much as the 
other night -a sure sign he was just as ready to move forward as everyone else. "I could come down there 
and check it out now, but its late, so | say we let them enjoy themselves for the night, and if our visitor-or- 
returning-resident is still with us in the morning, we'll get right to it. Or /will, anyway. So decide if you're 
ready." 

"Probably as ready as I'll think | am without just getting to it," Donald muttered. "Got it." 


Before retiring for the night, he stashed his notebook for the night in Neal's bunk with the sentiment that if 


he got back overnight from vanishing unannounced, he'd have a surprise to find. 

Not a terrible one, but one Donald could begrudgingly hope made him lose a little sleep. 

Donald didn’t find him in the morning, but not long after waking up, he found Allen on his way to the common 
area, as he was presumably on his way to the bedroom to find him. Stopping in his tracks and turning around 


all but confirmed it. 


"Ah, there you are," he declared. “Prior to your call last night, | had questioned revisiting a few things with 
Mike today, but if all should work out as hoped, | think we're up for a change of plans." 


"Judging by your behavior, I'd guess'th he's exactly who | think he is," Donald muttered, 


"That," said Allen, pausing for emphasis, motioning down the hallway in the direction of the common area, "is Kip 


Winger. | saw him from a distance upstairs, and | overheard him telling Ray he was headed down there." 
With his suspicion confirmed, Donald looked up to Allen. 


"By all accounts'th, he won't be around long." As soon as they get back, he's out until they're gone again -however 
long THAT is 


Allen nodded, before gazing sidelong toward Donald. 


"Feeling up to it?" 


"Hard to say when I've hardly seen the guy and | haven't had a chance'th to decide what to expect." Donald 
tossed his hands out low at his sides. "That said, without a hard-set apprehension, | don't think we have much 
say in who feels up to what if we want to accomplish this'th. With opportunity being as unpredictable as it is 
with him." 


"| figured. As long as you don't feel like you know for sure you don't want to, and you're willing, I'm thinking the 
same." Allen slipped his notebook out, remembering the words he'd written days ago as Donald was thinking 


them. 


Once again, we may do something that might become uncomfortable, if we want to gain further hope and progress 
foward managing much more imposing fears and discomforts.. In this case, | don't see as much chance of someone 
lke Kp becoming volatile as with someone like Ritchie; that does not account for how he might react, should he be 
aware of Rebs event and recognize any questions working toward the suggestion of it. For Fagen, should he join me, 
he will be going in blind, even more so than when we approached Ritchie. | can only tell him what | know, as he has 
not witnessed firsthand any side of Kp's personality -pleasant or unpleasant -fo make decisions. 


"l'm fine," Donald said, almost as if he was surprised to be able to admit it as true fact. "However, is there 


anything | should know about him in advance that you would know without knowing where he's been lately?" 


"Not a bad question to ask about anyone. You already know the most important one from Reb's notes. Dont 
mention Kip's first wife. Ever. Even if Reb wasn't in the event he was in now, you wouldn’”" Allen ceded. "But 
you see, we don't know how conscious he could be of Reb's ongoing event beyond the separate one | know he's 


having." 


"That's just it," agreed Donald. "He won't necessarily be like Reb described him if he is. If he saw fit to remove 
himself from Reb to protect his state of mind -but | can see WHY" 


"And he is reserved, so | don't think we'd better interrogate him for everything. He could shut us out, and 
that's likely to be a battle of wills and wits. Not that he's cruel when he does, or that | doubt your ability to 
hold up to it, but if Reb's event has as much hold on him as Reb fears." 


"Unlikely he'll take it lying down," Donald concluded. "We'll have to prioritize what we ask by what will be most 
useful to know. As far as tentative order goes, if you ask me, | say we should get data on just what he's'th 
been up to while he can't be here. Because at the rate all the different events'th are moving, and how many 
of them there are between everyone here, | don't believe he hasn't been in Lapse SOMEWHERE the whole time 
Reb's been here. | will believe he's got another event going on, but just because Mike suggests he's there when 
he's not around doesn't mean he's ALWAYS there. Until | hear it from Kip himself and see no signs of a lie, | 
don't believe that for a minute. | want to know WHERE he is when Reb's here, and if anyone ELSE is there." 


"And if anyone else includes anyone I've seen in Lapse before and haven't seen in some time,’ Allen continued, 


silently implying agreement. "There are some. Like Gregg Philbin choosing to move about on his own, | doubt 


they're just in some form of exile as | was for a time." 


"Perish the thought," Donald grumbled. "I'd like to believe | don't have a chance of finding out what that's like 


until the same time you saw it next year. Not that | was much better off" 


"Depending on how you'd hold up mentally, | think it's not as bad as that, if thats of any reassurance. Worst 
case, you could sleep right through it if you chose. Is what Buck and Eric did, anyway. | just chose to drive 
myself crazy for the chance of finding more sanity later." 


"With or without the drugs, if it can't be worse, I'll deal with it when | encounter it and hope | never do. 
Unless'th someone drives me crazy enough to WANT to spend a couple months alone and invisible -which I'd 


say |S possible around here for all I've seen. Never mind that right now. How do you say we go about THIS?" 


"Unless you'd like to do otherwise, | think we can start out with this same as with Jon Lord and Paicey," 
suggested Alllen. "I've spent time with him before; | know how he is well enough. I'll talk to him, and you can 
take notes and chime in when you want. Start asking questions if you feel alright with it once you have enough 
time to read him and get a feel for him. If he starts getting iffy, we'll stop. He gives enough warning anyway 
that | think you'd probably know even before me." 


"Well THAT'S promising.” Silently committing anyway, Donald stepped forward, and Allen continued leading toward 


the common room. 


On the couch along the back wall, Kip sat, papers sprawled before him. Donald recognized the messy, hand- 
drawn tablature of the early writing process that came with composing apart rather than in the same room 


with writing partners. 


Allen was pleased to see it. It was another sign Kip was more in the state of mind as his event set in the 80s, 
rather than the one plaguing Reb a decade later, by which point, Kip would have also had classical composition 
books with him, and might have even had computer-printed pages from the more primitive composition 
software of the time. 


"Hey, Kip. It's been awhile," he stated casually. 


"Yeah, that might be an understatement. Managed to stay here through the night, | saw Eric, and now there 


you are -that's been a couple months. | hear you all finally found Neal, too?" 


"Found, brought back for a nice couple of weeks, and now the entire REO crowd is at large again" Allen 
gestured to Donald as the latter slid into a seat on the opposite wall. "Donald Fagen here, you may recognize, 
seems to have found his way into the split world on his own. Once Neal returned, he took it upon himself to 
join Donald while he found his footing here, and we've all found compatible senses of humor. He's hanging with 


me when it suits him in Neal's absence, if you don't mind." 


"Not at all” Kip took a quick glance and nod of respect in Donald's direction, but keeping his interaction minimal 
-either out of cool, nonchalance, or recognition of the subject's distant and distrusting demeanor. "Pretty highly 
respected name -heard a lot while | was going through music school in New York. Reb's highly inspired by their 
works. Hope he's settling in well here with you all. It seems you've wasted no time getting settled back in after 


your time away, Allen." 


Donald couldn't tell yet, but had some hope for the latter when Kip stopped at that, rather than prying for 


why he was on his own. 


"What are you up to?" Allen noted internally on Kip's remark toward him that it wasn't like Kip to waste much 


time without a plan either. 


"Not much at the moment. | figured while | have some downtime I'd work on some things l'm working on with 
Paul in my current event" He smirked as he motioned to his papers with an upturned palm. "Its not so hard 
when I've already done that -when the song was written years ago. But it is different, looking at it in 
retrospect and noticing how my style has grown and changed since then. Things I'm still proud of, things | could 
have done better, regardless of whether I'd actually change it -you might know how it goes." 


"You know / do." Allen mirrored Kip's expression with his wearier version. 
ld SAY, Donald thought to himself. Sometimes / cringe at my own, even with strict perfectionism in place. 


"As in anything I've planned on? Only a few possibilities. Being away and out of touch, | don't know who's just 
getting up late today, or who's gone to an event in their sleep overnight. I'm sure I'll know what when the late 
risers start emerging. Until then, I'm just hanging out around here. | like to be here when | can -nothing against 
where I've been when | can't. But | do have an idea I'd prefer, if Mike's still around today. Eric, too. And | see 


you're back from being missing in action yourself,” Kip remarked. "Everyone accounted for?" 


"Yep. | know Eric was downstairs with Joe and Albert last night, so you may have seen them. Buck's here, too, 
just probably up on the seventh floor. We've set ourselves up there since getting back, and he likes the quiet 


upstairs at night when everyone else is out" 


"As do |, at times.” Kip almost sounded disinterested with his monotonous accent, but his face said otherwise, 
as a smirk crept in as he imitated the questioning of an adult asking why a child came home late. "So, where 


were you guys?" 


"Got exiled for the duration of Lent," said Allen, matter-of-factly. "Never left the premises, just ended up in 
this dark, dream-trance, where | could see everyone, but they couldn't see or hear me. | could move about 
freely, but it was like watching everything through a TV screen in the dark, unless you chose to sleep through 
it like most of them did. Fun times. Maybe it made me a little crazy, but as I've said, | got myself up to what 


Neal likes to call Good Trouble, and we've been back awhile now." 


"That's odd. You say it -I think Klaus mentioned experiencing something like that last year during Lent.” 


"Did he?" Allen leaned forward, interestedly. "| haven't seen them since Fall of 2017, so | haven't heard anything 
about that from them." Nice fo know we're not the only ones so far.. or the first 


Klaus? Who the Hell is KLAUS? Why havent | ever heard of him, or seen hm? WHERE is he, when Kp has possibly 


been around hm away from here? 


"He said he just tried to sleep through most of it, like your bandmates did. Just as well. According to him, 
Rudolf said he would wake up and it was like sleep paralysis or something at first, trying to speak but being 
unable to hear himself and knowing nobody else could hear him, either. | think Francis felt something similar, 
but he wouldn't even talk about it after reappearing the Monday after Easter. All | remember is it took a long 
time for Herman to get him to settle down that day." Kip winced and shook his head. "Poor guy was distraught. 
He wouldn't sit easy for a week past Mardi Gras this year before he was sure he wasn't going to deal with it 


again" 


"Yeah, you cant make any sound of your own beyond internal thoughts. It could feel weird waking up in the 
duration. | did the opposite and just tried to stay up as much as | was able, which came with its advantages 
and disadvantages. It was a bit disorienting for all of us coming out of it, but nothing too terrible. | am sorry 
that Francis had such a tough time with it, though." Allen raised his eyebrows disconcertedly. “That said, with 
how Francis is as a person, l'm not surprised he'd be that way even without anything happening aside from the 


isolation itself." 


"He startles easy. Doesn't like uncertainty. Gets disoriented with stuff happening abruptly like that, and not 
having anyone to reach out to if he needs it" Kip nodded with another grim look. "I could see Reb having a real 


tough time, too, if we ever go through that" 


| dont know who the hell ANY of these people are, but Lanier is SNEAKY if he's two steps ahead of Kip and knew 


carrying on about Francis would get him to bring up Reb on his own 
"So you've been all around in Lapse since | last saw you. Still got that event with Jon Bon Jovi going on?" 


"Yeah, I've been dealing with that, too. It really is getting better. Didn't start out so great, but as of right now, 
its not so bad. We'll see where things go and if it stays that way. l'm too curious at this point to not want to 
find out what happens anyway. 


"How's Reb doing with that?" 


"Funny you should mention him." Kip tilted his head as his eyes narrowed with the faintest of an inquisitive 
squint. "He's there. But aside from major conversations where we've sat down and really gotten into some of 
the strange things happening in this event I'm in now, there's not much time we've really had together. At 
least by how it typically went back in Standard, anyway. We did try to rotate who was with who when we had 
to room together in hotels several nights in a row, so things didn't get too monotonous with heavy touring. I've 


definitely had more time in this event concentrated on the nights | spent with Paul and Rod though." 


"| always gathered if there was a one-off night with rooming together between bus trips or individual rooms, 


you'd usually be with Reb, right?" 


"Usually. Unless we planned otherwise, like if Paul and | were writing something together, and we needed a 
chance to catch up on our progress, or switch hands with who was working on it. Unlike Reb and I, we usually 
passed things back and forth and worked on it apart over a number of months -if that makes everything 


clear enough." 
"Anything else out of the ordinary?" 


"Not really. | guess Reb has seemed calmer than he often is. He's not lacking his typical nerves, by any means. 
But | had some uncomfortable things to work out with Jon Bon Jovi at the start of this event, and while Reb 
has been somewhat protective -which is typical of him -he's not reactive to it as he might have easily been. 
He'll still tell me over and over, he's there for me if | need anything, and he has been. | can tell he's still 
watching for my own tells of stress, but its almost like he's under this sedate effect. He's relaxed enough to 
joke it's almost like he's dreaming it" 


Reb did mention having VERY realistic dreams where he was with Kp and able to support him -and they don't 
always relate to what Winger went through in the 90s, the ones of which he had a harder time being there for 
long It's very possible he's in this other event, but unable to perceive it from Lapse when the other event 
overrides it in power.. Whether by design of the controller, or because his psychological trauma allows it to -and 
its difficult to say as of now if either of those are easier to fight, assuming it's possible. 


"He doesn't seem like he's really spaced out though, correct?" Allen sneaked a quick scribble in his notes. 


"No, he's definitely lucid. The times we have talked together, he wouldn't be able to say some of the things he 
has if he wasn't really there, mentally. Only time he's seemed drowsy or out of it has been during 
conversations in the morning. Which is how he's always been, because getting him out of bed before three in 
the afternoon is a battle if its not on his terms." Kip grinned, as if amused at his tease toward his friend. 
"Maybe he's been slightly more dramatic about that this time -or maybe it just seems that way becouse it's 
been awhile since I've seen it with the heavy-duty touring we did back then" 


"I feel for him on that," Allen offered. "As many shows as there were to play in the day, the rigid scheduling 


can be tough even for those who are cut out for it" 


"There's one of the lesser reasons we stopped touring in the days they expected you to be insane," Donald 
quipped. "And maybe we still were even when we stopped it" 


Its not for everyone.” Kip nodded. "That's why Paul left once we reached our peak, with people getting too 
crazy in that day. Reb loves it, despite how nervous he gets -he just doesn't like when we have to get up 


early. But | got a question for you, Allen -same as your own. What are you up to? It seems to me you're a 


little curious about things today -and there's nothing wrong with that, if you accuse me of the same, 


everyone who knows me will say you're right. So, | want to know, what are you digging for?" 
"It excites me that you should ask. Even if am hesitant, given the reactions some have had" 


"Now this wouldn't happen to be along the same lines of certain things Don Dokken won't even bother bringing 


up when Kevin Cronin's around, would it?" 
Another exchange of knowing smirks between Allen and Kip. 


"Might just be, and its amazing how much he can say when he has faith in whoever he's with to listen and 
give it some thought instead of shutting it down" 


"He has a lot more to tell later, for as much as he said," Donald chimed in. "Supposedly, anyway." 


"Particularly when he isn't in the easiest of his times -but what can | say? Life is hard If possibly harder than 
it needs to be." Allen shrugged. "That is, depending on what you do" 


| can name plenty of ways for plenty of people | know." Kip nodded. "Not that it's my place to force them to 


make a choice they don't want." 


"And l'm not sure everyone will choose to follow along in every case. I'm sure we easily can tell that some of 
us, in our individual bands, will have a harder time than others. You see, Kip, | believe there's a certain amount 
of control we have over our events and how things happen -some of which depends on how we act within it, 


but also how we act outside of it in Lapse." 


"You don't think | haven't thought the same thing? I've seen what happens when one tries to take control of an 
event, on one's own, and when everyone tries Together," quipped Kip. "I've seen it go well, and I've seen what 
happens when the wrong choices are made, regardless of intention Don't get me wrong -I think it's something 


useful. But same as many other things, it won't do much for you if you don't know what you're doing." 


"Part of why we're trying to study it" Allen sat back, casually crossing his arms in an accomplished way. 
"Funny how many of us have realized this to some degree or another, but they can't get anywhere with their 
attempts to make things change in the case of wanting it when nobody else will follow along. Or vice versa, 


when one wants change, but perhaps it might be best to let things happen as they did, on a repeat" 


"Depending on what an event entails, that's a really heavy debate within our own inner circles, too. Because 
even if something terrible happens, if good things happened afterward, you wonder if they'd have ever 
happened without going through that hard time. And you're right. Not many people really want to talk about it; 
its an iffy subject. Probably scary for a lot of us. At least that's why I'd guess a lot of people don't like to 
get into conspiracy theories, or worry about having an existential crisis for daring to think about it too much." 
Kip seemed almost too relaxed for the discussion, with his typical loose gestures and flat voice, though Allen 
could tell otherwise. "But | like questioning these sort of things and learning about whatever | can. That's cool 


on your part, not only facing it, but taking the time to work it out with whoever will. Just finding those of us, 


anyway." 


"You make a good point," Allen ceded. "| suppose that's another reason why we've been trying to find those who 
will be open to it first, so not to force it on those who aren't quite ready to take it.” 


"And the others may come around gradually, when they see it's more widely accepted" Kip nodded his 
recognition to Allen's strategy. "Can't force things down people's throats -they'll stop taking it" 


"May | ask you a more challenging question about the subject?" 
"Absolutely. If there's no malicious intent, like | say, l'm all for it" 


"How readily would you say there might be something, or someone, controlling our lives in this world, to a 
point?" 


"How about right this instant? Yeah, I'd agree that's probably true -l've noticed a number of signs that it is. 
Some more concrete than others. Clearly, it applies more in events than in Lapse, though I've had recent 
experience to say there still is a touch of influence here -and l'm sure you'd say the same about exile. | think 
that might be a good talk to have if we ever have a chance to sit down with Don sometime -whenever the 
hell that'll be, since it seems | don't get to see him much these days. | know he's had even more chance to 
notice than me, with all his events, and he was here when this Lapse location was just getting started. Maybe 
Mike, if we can't get ahold of Don -could be more fun. Mike likes a good discussion on that kind of stuff 


anyway. Even if he doesn't necessarily believe it in every case, he'll still go hypothetical just for kicks." 


There's another sign.. how aware is Kip of this forced separation, despite having Reb in his event, in some detached 
form? Donald wasn't missing the sudden, more aggressive wording Kip took, nor the barely-existent emphasis 


he placed beneath his flat tone. 


“Speaking of that, l'm gonna find Mike. He hoped I'd get with him for another astronomy night whenever | made 
it back here, and | see signs posted in the halls threatening everyone for making noise in here again starting 
tonight like they do around this time of year, so hanging around and jamming probably won't go over as well as 
last night. Since you all are back, we might invite Eric along if he's up to it" Kip pointed to Allen "Maybe you 


can convince him to get away from Albert for a bit -and maybe you can join us a second time, already." 


lm sure he WANTS fo, whether or not he CAN Donald thought to himself. It was something he might dare say 


aloud, if it weren't for Albert being Allen's bandmate, and not one of his own session musicians to rag on. 
Allen chuckled and gazed up to the ceiling, disguising a more satisfied grin He had an idea 


This is shaping up VERY nicely.. Given the possibilities, he's in wonderful spirits, and opportunity couldn't be knocking 


any louder. 


Donald eyed him suspiciously from the side. 
"Oh, great. You're up to something -I can TELL. What plans for him have you got cooked up now?" 


"Nothing certain yet -not unlike Kip. That said, he may just have a part in whatever plans we go through with. 
First, lim off to have a conversation with Eric -and to find out if John Lodge knows if anything else is going on 


Then | might just be able to tell you." 
"So you're saying you ALSO think getting together with Mike might be just the thing.’ 


Allen smirked and shrugged as he walked off. "It might be indeed" 


Sure enough, later in the evening when Donald followed Allen back to the common area to find Kip, Mike and 


Eric were there, too, and eagerly discussing final plans for the evening -an excursion based on their common 


hobby and interest. 


"I have my telescope, but | need to fix the one lens that got busted at some point, so it doesn't give that 
much power right now," Eric was telling Kip. "Yours was better, but | take it with your current event and place 


in time, you don't have it" 


"No, | don't have it. But yours still works to a point, and we're not limited to that. Jon Bon Jovi and | went 
stargazing just a month back in our event. There still are things worthwhile to look for without a telescope on 
high power. We just have to go where it's dark enough to see a good number of stars. And I'd bet you're going 


to say | owe you a trip for going for one in an event without you." 


"Perhaps you're right about that, mate. I'd reckon you owe Eric more than |, as we at least had our time with 


the telescope while he was exiled." 


"| don't care whether or not I'm owed anything. Just count me in on the latter anytime, so long as | can get 
out of here," Eric declared. We just wouldn't have Pandapas pond park as an option, because there'd still be too 
much light interference for that, as close as it is to the highway. And the trails might still be flooded, too, 


thanks to the near-eternal monsoon we've had." 


"It says a fair bit when you don't even consider the park is closed from sunset to sunrise as a main concern," 


Mike chuckled. 


"Yeah, our renegade trips out there, affer the park is closed for the night and we're not supposed to be 
there." Kip grinned mischievously, leaning against the wall with his iffy knee bent to point his toes against the 
surface behind him. "If Pandapas is flooded, the astronomy outlook at Kentland probably is, too. Alright, that 


leaves a choice of two other places Mike and | usually go on our own. Catawba, or Smith Mountain Lake?" 


"lve been to Smith Mountain Lake more often," admitted Eric. "I might be partial to it just because it's easier 
to park the van. | also think | saw it very vividly in a dream before ending up here in this world” 


"Only Catawba, when we've all gone up there in March past years," said Allen, arching an eyebrow at his 
bandmate. "What's the advantage for us, Kip? You're the one on every one of these adventures, so long as 


you're here.” 


"It depends on what you want to do. Catawba's a lot closer, which makes it a lot more convenient for nights we 
can't stay out as late. We'll be there in half an hour at the most, as you know. But the sky's a lot more open 
up at Smith Mountain Lake if taking over an hour just to get there is okay. You can get a much better view of 
the stars and full constellations without the telescope when the sky is clear of clouds." He pointed to Eric. 
"That reminds me-" 


"Buck has it on his laptop." Eric turned behind himself, where Buck was sitting on the table in the laundry 
room, on said computer, browsing while watching the dryer with their towels and sheets. "Hopefully we're not 


gonna get bad news on all the places, the one chance we get" 

"Checking on it," Buck called. 

Its strange of you to say it, we didn't succeed in getting everyone up to Catawba for the weekend in March 

this year -only a few of us," Mike realized. "| suppose some being exiled and others being sick or stuck in their 
events had something to do with that, but that's rather a pity." 

Its a shame Neal's not here to come along now; I'm beginning to think that attempting to get the entirety of 

us all in Lapse together at once is like herding cats," Allen mused. "That's alright, I'm here with Eric this time, 

you're still coming, Mike. We have Kip here, and you are here." 

He looked down toward Donald, who looked back up to him suspiciously. 


"lm being commandeered in on it, aren't |?" 


"Unless you want us to relay it to you later. You should know by now that I'm not going to force you to do 


anything you'd rather not." 


"Don't be fooled by his 80s heyday looks showing at this moment, he's not what he seems," said Mike, 
gesturing to Kip. "I think you'd quite enjoy his company.’ 


"So far | have," Donald admitted, neglecting to speak the implied uncertainty of how long it would last on a 


distant drive to an entirely unfamiliar place with no escape. 


"Could be the last chance you have -we're not going to be hanging around this Lapse location much longer for 


awhile," Eric warned, before doing a double take of his own at Donald's. 


"| guess nobody's told you about moving yet" Eric blew a sigh out the corner of his mouth and rolled his eyes 
to the ceiling so that the whites showed through his ever-present sunglasses. "Alright, good to know. Good to 
know that nobody THINKS to tell newcomers about a chaotic situation ahead and we're coming up with a recipe 
for a Chinese fire drill” 


"Gratzer made a considerable suggestion about waiting about four days out to plan, since there's no telling who 
will actually BE here for it, the way things are going lately," Allen retorted, "so I'd have brought it up in the 
next couple of days, anyway -which | think is still reasonably early when most of us have done it before. If 
going over it tonight will make you feel better, go ahead" 


"No, whatever -if that's what was decided without me, that's what we'll do." 


"Don't know what the hell you all are talking about while you talk like I'M not here," Donald muttered, "but 


Gratzer does have a point, considering HE'S not even here." 
Allen blew upward into his hair through the corner of his mouth. "forgive me." 


"It happens every year, twice a year, typically -we'll make sure everything's set out there before that time 
comes," explained Eric. "Probably over the next couple of days as everyone apparently planned, because it's a 


week away -but if this is our last night before the chaos begins, we're not talking about it. That's FINE" 


"| guess | remember someone saying something about staying in the city." Donald left out the details of his 
conversation with Don Dokken. "Well, it was practically deserted the last few nights. A lot of the musicians are 
college music majors, and given the time of year, it looks like they might be out on final exams," he figured. "| 


guess | won't be missing much then, tonight -or however long we'll be away, so what the hell?" 

Allen shot Donald a final, sideline glance, as if offering a last chance out. Are you sure? 

But with more certainty than previous times, Donald shrugged and nodded, agreeing to come along. 

Even after the earlier introduction, Kip was pushing the upper limit of his safety range when it came to 
complete strangers -particularly when they were going somewhere entirely unfamiliar. However, Allen was safe 
as ever, and in passing over the week, he'd witnessed a subtle snideness in Eric. Seeing it up close, he 
suspected he could get along with him, given enough time. 

For the heavy-metal crowd, Blue Oyster Cult were an odd exception from the rest that had made him feel 
uneasy in the touring days of the 10s. Not really fitting in with anyone else they were classified with -their 
own, distinct genre that nobody else quite matched. There was a relatable aspect, in hindsight. 


He already knew that while Mike wasn't of his preferred personality, he was safe enough. Nobody in their 


impromptu travel crew would shoot unconventional ideas down, and there were still plenty of questions to ask 


"Alright, Eric, you wanna see what you all are dealing with?" 


At Buck's call, Eric went to check out his computer, where later, he'd share that Buck had pulled up separate, 
hourly forecasts for Catawba and Smith Mountain Lake, as well as a state-wide view of storms and their 


trajectories. 
"Well, you didn't have to set up a whole weather station!" 
Allen chuckled to himself with endearment. 


"Before | commit, there's no poison oak where we're going.’ Donald stated it almost like an expectation - 


promising all bets were off of him accompanying the trip if he'd have contact with any of it. 


"Not where you're going to get into it," Eric offered from around the corner. "You could find it in certain areas 
where we're going, for sure. But there are plenty of trails on the premises where it's not. Unless you go 
crawling around in the brush off the sides -and you'd be a doofus to do that in the dark anyway when certain 
nocturnal wildlife is awake. We'll just be sure to stick to those safe areas tonight. We do most of the time, 
anyway -except the one time someone DID get the bright idea to fool around." 


"You'd probably be less likely to run into it in Catawba, considering where you'd have open areas to look up," 
Kip suggested. "Not to mention seasonal temperature. You know, higher altitude, further inland, further North. 
Whatever's there might not be as lively." 


"Well, then that's a good thing. Because the rain's starting in just a little over two hours, coming in from the 
East, which means it could very well already be coming down by the time we'd make it to Smith Mountain 


Lake,” said Eric, coming back through from the laundry room. "Catawba it is." 
"Two hours." Kip raised an eyebrow. "Well, we'd still better hop to it if we're going anywhere at all." 


"Yep. I'm getting the van, and I'll be pulling up in the small lot by the tennis courts across the street in about 
ten" Eric held up his raincoat, which he'd already brought down to use as a windbreaker, and gestured to it. 
"That means you got that long to get yourselves ready and be out there." 


"Everyone, go get dressed," reiterated Mike, “or risk finding a liking for walking in the woods in the rain right 
quick." 


"Yeah, you didn't have much choice in that with your past event." Allen strode off toward the hideaway with 
Donald in his wake to gather rain gear and flash lights in addition to their note-taking items they constantly 


carried together. 


"Now, | have said before, we were quite fortunate with that," Mike continued when they got back, apparently 
having continued to joke around with Kip about it in their absence. "Despite all the ways it could have truly 
been uncomfortable for the lot of us, and not just my back from the mellotron, whoever puts us in these 


events made sure we had shelter when we truly needed it and never left us to get rained on" 


"You know, you seem pretty euphoric to talk about it in hindsight for as much pain as you were in" Allen 
smirked. "Are you sure our controller doesn't still have you under the influence of whatever kind of LSD it 


took to make that event happen?" 


"Depending on the era | Lapse in, it's far more likely to be of my own doing if | indeed am," said Mike, matter- 


of-factly, as they walked outside to Eric's old van 


"Yeah, we don't let Mike drive at night," joked Eric through the front window as Mike went around to climb in 
the front passenger seat. "He might be tripping on something." 


"Is hard to tell, because unless he's actively describing his curiosity for things being brighter or looking 
different, he's quite good at hiding it” Allen let Donald enter the back first, so that he could sit in the middle 


and give him some barrier from everyone less familiar. "| certainly can't tell now." 


"Perhaps the slightest touch. | won't say so." Mike raised his eyebrows and grinned mischievously. "Though if | 
am, not nearly as much as | might if Ray were to have come along.’ 


"Yeah, usually he does tag along with us when you're here," Kip mused, taking the last seat in the back, "but, 
not tonight. How come, Mike?" 


"He's decided to stay and help John hold down the fort. He doesn't go for all the technical and speculative 
terms we do, after all. Just the fun of getting out -and being amused at my theories." 


"Yeah, we haven't had Sandy with us in awhile, Allen's along for the ride tonight, the guys from REO all 
disappeared again almost as soon as they got back -just like that, and Don Dokken's out with his guys.” Eric 
sighed as he found his way onto the main road, heading toward the highway junction "Those two have the odds 
stacked against them over who has to babysit 

Kip let out a loud, sudden guffaw and slapped his thigh. 


"And now we ALL know exactly how Eric feels about Albert at times, as much as we love him," Allen quipped, 
holding his palms up at his sides in the cramped space he had. 


Donald snorted. "I've HEARD" 

‘| mean, at that point, it's either Ray and John Lodge, or Jon Lord and Paicey," continued Eric, navigating the 
bending, back road with signs now guiding the way to the apparent, US 460 interchange. "Not many options. The 
only way the chance of it NOT being you getting lower is if you were the only one available." 


"He'd probably get bored with lan and Jon," Donald supposed. 


"Albert? Actually, you'd be surprised," said Eric. "Most of the time, lan's the best. | don't know if he gets it 
from being around Ritchie. You know, if its just easier for him when most of Albert's antics from his 10s 
state of mind don't carry a risk of injuring someone -it only makes it /ook like he could burn the building down 
if you leave him alone -not that we give him a chance to show us otherwise. But he's got Alberts number. 
You see, he'll put Albert to work. Challenges him to drumming competitions and gets him tired out by the time 
we're back. Its great." 


"Really?" Donald's sneer turned to more of an amused smirk. "To think of it, | wouldn't put it past him, but 


that's more crafty than | took him for." 


"Most of us were caught off guard by that, too," Eric mused, taking the first exit on the right of the 
diamond-shaped overpass of on and off ramps onto the Westbound highway and accelerating to the limit of 65. 
"At first, he's hidden in the corner, seems shy, either standoffish or polite depending on the day, typically is a 
stickler to keeping things consistent to rules. By most logic, you would think Paicey would be boring -and 
honestly, he can be at times. But then you get to know him and get him rolling once he's out of his shell -he's 


a stitch. And as long as it's possible to reason with someone, he can usually make everything work out 


"In other words'th, Ritchie really CAN'T be reasoned with," Donald couldn't help but extract, watching cautiously 
out the side windows at the open fields they rushed past. "If it doesn't appeal to his own terms.” 


"Beyond a point" Allen chuckled. 


Eric tossed his chin up and shrugged, keeping his eyes angled down on the road beneath his ever-present, dark 
glasses. / won't be the one to say if, but you know what | think, was what he seemed to say. 


"Ritchie's complicated, to put it lightly. For all the times Paicey's failed to work things out with him, he's had 
enough success worth canceling it out. In Albert's case, he just has a way of knowing the right incentives to 


make him behave, instead of being a stooge. You wouldn't know it for the short time you've known him, but 


Albert can be plenty serious -when he WANTS to." 


| think | did see more of that side of Paicey coming out before I've been spending less time here,’ Kip noted. 
"That said, I've got a question -why not get him tonight, then?" 


"Well, Rocker's been dealing with some other things around the place that he doesn't have to worry about as 
usual this week," said Eric, vaguely masking over the subject of Reb and Jeffs event trauma, and using John 
Lodge's less common nickname to avoid confusion. "So Paicey and Jon have been getting the honors more often 
these days. They've gotten it the last few times, since we got back, so it seemed fair to have Rocker take his 
overdue turn while he's not preoccupied with other concerns. That, and | just don't think it'd be too popular to 
have a drum battle in the building right now. It's getting late, and like Fagen said, exams are going on around 
the place. To his credit, Paicey did offer to keep watch, but | straight up told him, ‘not it, because l'm not 


leaving him off the grid without his normal devices." 


Eric neglected to mention how much time they'd been in exile, and that those turns had all been within the last 
few weeks between dealing with the mass illness that had swept through the building. 


"Ray and John will be better at stopping any unplanned fire alarms anyway," Allen offered. "Since its been 
awhile, they'll be more interesting to Ritchie than his own bandmates." 


"True. That'll probably be more noise than Albert and Joe could make in the rarest of forms." Eric slowed 

down a bit as they passed what seemed to be the last exit into town, where the speed limit dropped, and the 
road became surrounded by towering rock face on either side, with signs warning truckers to use lower gears 
on the return trip. "Speaking of that, if you have sensitive ears, watch the altitude here -use whatever tricks 


you have for dealing with that." 
"Eh, John will find a way to get them to be any quieter," Allen joked. "Somehow." 


"They might have just gone wandering outdoors, in that case," Mike mused. "Perhaps we should have accepted 
the inevitable and simply brought him along with us." 


"Perish the thought!" Allen and Eric both exclaimed in unison, and Donald smirked once again just as Kip cracked 
up, whilst the van continued chugging up the steep, highway grade. 


There stil were certain inevitable outcomes worth fighting to some point, both Donald and Allen noted silently, 
once again, as Eric finally pulled to a right turn lane down a more narrow, state road leading toward their stop, 


and pulling away from the highway lights, let the van's high beams light the way. 


"Yeah, one of the last times we brought Albert on a heavily wooded trail, not only did he wander off it - 
goofing around with Graeme and Ray, chasing wildlife in the bushes -he got himself dangerously close to a 
predicament with wildlife of a black and white striped kind. But that's a story for another time,’ Eric declared, 
pausing to let Mike and Kip finish laughing at Albert's expense, remembering that incident. 


"If there's an excuse needed to not bring him, he would be the one to go off the trail and get in the 
undergrowth where you might actually find poison ivy and oak and track it around. Obviously, we can't have 


that tonight." 


"Funny, when | met Neal, | suggested I'd find out if dealing with him was the lesser of evils, rather than going 
into the woods with the risk of finding it to get away from him," noted Donald. "While I'd confidently say it was 
worth sticking with Neal, I'm not sure if I'd rather take the poison oak on certain days with Albert." 


"Ugh, | might have to agree on his rare form days," Eric groaned. "Still, I'm not gonna be the one to risk that 


with you around. If something happens, it's not gonna be on me." 


"Not that it's a great idea to risk it on any other night before," Mike added. 


Since we don't manage this too often these days, though, | figure we're trying to enjoy it while we can - 


without the peanut gallery." 


Kip reached forward to nudge Eric -albeit not nearly as hard as he might when roughhousing with his own 
bandmates. "Ouch, man!" 


Though, his grin acknowledged Eric's verbal strikes toward his bandmates were just as playful as the physical 
ones he tended to give out to his own. 


7 still appreciate the consideration on both accounts," said Donald, feeling a bit more confident in releasing 


snark, despite less familiar company. 

"Granted, we still love them, as Allen made a point of reminding us." Mike smiled, leaning back in his seat. 
"We still love them, but there's a time we prefer to from over there," quipped Allen. 

"Hey. Gotta find that right balance of time apart, right?" 

Donald narrowed his eyes at Kip's remark in the shadows of the vehicle's interior. 

You say it in yest now.. but there's more to it 


Just then, Eric slowed down and turned off at a wide path off to the left of the road, marked by split wood 


fencing on either side of the driveway. 


He stopped by a grass clearing just behind the fencing along the road, to the left of the trail, before rockier 
mountain-face and tree roots closed in around the gravel path. 


Kip eyed the ground -visibly spongy even in the darkness. 


"Are we parking here and walking up, or are we parking it up at the top?" He seemed skeptical of the former 


option. 


"Well | say, if multiple vans needed slip boards under the wheels a week after that isolated, two-day storm in 
March when the ground was still frozen.” Eric trailed off and shrugged. "Just saying. Unless someone has a 
major objection to going up -personally, | don't feel like getting stuck" 


"Hey, if you think parking the van down here will get it stuck, don’t" Allen waved off to Eric. "Either way is 


fine with me." 


‘Its been raining on and off for weeks. We would be best go up," Mike agreed. "Which begs the question of 
options for personal comfort, as the hill is quite steep.” 


"Oh great, so you're saying it requires driving like a maniac," grumbled Donald. 


"Mike and | have been up the hill before. It's not that serious. You do have to gun it, and you don't want to 
have anything too heavy in the back end of the vehicle," explained Eric. "We've gotten well practiced at it. 
Tonight's a light load. If you all were in the back, it could slide back down the hill, which would be a lot more 
scary in my opinion than going up fast -I know Buck had a fun time once, trying for an hour before he made it 
up. But we're toward the front, and we don't have a ton of stuff back there. If that's not good for you and 
you want to walk it, be my guest, but stay to the side of the trail until we're up, because like | said, I'm gonna 


come up quick." 


"I've done both -l'm walking tonight. | can take that one, easy." Kip opened the door, and grateful to not be the 


only one opting to climb out, Donald followed him. 
Less than a quarter of the way up, the van shot past, tilted upward at a near forty-five degree angle. 


‘Its not as bad as it looks. Especially after the first time, the hill doesn't seem nearly as big once you've seen 
it," Kip remarked, of the vehicle disappearing over the top of the hill that loomed far ahead. "But it is weird 


when it's been raining and there's not as much traction" 


As promised, the trail going up was mostly dirt packed on gravel, aside from deep ruts dug by various truck 
tires. All of it was tramped and packed enough to inhibit growth of any kind. While there were places with a 
noticeable underbrush, it was between densely packed trees on steep hillsides to the right of the path that 


wouldn't have been possible to walk on, nor useful for getting a view of the sky above. 


To the left, the hillside continued upward at the same angle as the downward plunge on the other side of the 
trail carved out, which continued along the hillside, flat and consistent. They continued a ways down, until the 
ground to the left of the trail began to level out, and a clearing formed in the trees on both sides, leaving an 


expansive view of the sky above. 


Eric had pulled the van over to the left side in the clearing. There, behind a few loop-shaped gravel trails 
conveniently wide enough to turn vehicles around on, and a decent opening of maintained grass, a large, cabin- 
like lodge stood, quiet for the night. It didn't take Donald long to figure out that at some point before he'd come 


into the Split world, its residents had come up to the lodge for whatever reason 


Sometime before that, likely their controller, too, to even have a reason. Oddly enough, it made the location 
seem less eerie, to be known in some way, rather than just some random trail found in the middle of the 


woods. 
Or perhaps, as Allen had found with Reb, it wasn't so odd. 


Whilst Mike, Eric, and Kip wrangled with the telescope to set it up, and Allen observed them from where he 
leaned against the back of the van, Donald opened the passenger back door and sat on the ledge the vehicle's 
floor made to write some quick notes with the aid of a flashlight. 


There were a lot of questions to be asked, but there were a few small points he could already pull from the 


banter on the way up -some of which led to even more questions to ask. 


"Anyone remember that time we spent the night out here? While our long event was stalled for those several 


months," asked Mike. "Don't bring it up to Justin; he'll be embarrassed" 

"You mean embarrassed and grumpy," corrected Eric. 

"What, the time he spooked because of the noises?" Allen mirrored Mike's amused smirk. "Yeah, Joe told me all 
about it the next day when | was up. To be fair, | think he was psyching out about what would happen if he 
had to spend a full night outside in your event." 


"Which when we did, we took turns watching, and never had anything serious happen," added Mike. 


Eric made a deadpan, incredulous expression -readable even through the dark, and through his glasses as he 


imitated Gary. 

"You didn't see the farm across the road when we turned in the driveway to ride up here? No? Been around 
any farms before with cattle.’ Its a cow. That's all it is. A cow. Not gonna do anything -probably wants 
nothing to do with us." 

Donald smirked in spite of himself and his own paranoia at Justin's story, and likened both Kip's description of 
the hill, and Justin's fear to Allen's use of the unknowns in the dark to describe the unknowns they were still 
searching for. 

He tucked his notebook away and closed up the door of the van to keep any unwanted bugs and wildlife out, 
slowly making his way over with a little less uncertainty than before. Now that the telescope was assembled, 
the playful banter between Mike, Eric, and Kip had turned to technical, astronomy talk, as they pointed out 
visible planets, stars, and partial constellations they could see in the sky, and took turns trying to find what 
they couldn't make out as easily with the help the telescope could give on its lower power. 

Allen stood back, watching, and appearing to enjoy the change of scenery for thinking. 

"Making it so far?" he asked quietly, as Donald approached. 

Surprisingly well. I've got some notes -hopefully we'll have a lot more than that soon" 


“Anything you want me to try for?" 


"IIl tell you if | do, but at least right now, | might be crazy enough to consider attempting this on my own" 


Judging by Kip's demeanor so far, and the cool, playful mood he seemed to be in, Donald was fairly confident 
Kip would somehow make it around to his own topic of concern if he found his way into the conversation. 
Finding a way to sneak in would be the hardest part for him, but he was feeling strong enough to trust his 


own wit to carry him once he was in. 
He hoped that Kip would grant him a way in, but wasn't going to bet on being that lucky. Until it happened. 


His opportunity came in the midst of changing locations. After some time up on the hill in front of the lodge, 
they followed the trail past it. The clearing continued for quite a ways down past the lodge to the left of the 
trail, as it continued down a much more gradual hill than the one coming in from the road. At the bottom, the 
trail snaked around to meet what lay at the bottom and on the other side of the overgrown hillside that had 
plunged down to the right of the trail at the top. A creek ran through the valley with a different range of 
open sky above. There, the trail met a low, wooden foot bridge over the creek, and continued further, up 
another hill full of trees, which, unlike the one beside the trail on the way in, wasn't too overgrown or steep 


for walking, and continued further up the mountain through the woods. 


After a few moments of noting the different stars he could see to the others, Kip broke off and approached 
Donald, where he stayed standing on the bridge, not trusting the softer, more fertile dirt on the other side 
where Eric and Mike stood. To their word, it was clear along the trail , but he wasn't going to take the chance 


for himself in the dark. 


"Hey. Unless you'd rather | not, | thought I'd give you some time. Don't want you to think we're trying to leave 
you out -at the same time, | realize some of our nerd talk, and some of the theories about alien life we get 


into out here on our escape trips might not be your thing." 


'Let's'th say it's not something I'd see myself thinking about on my own," Donald proposed, "but | won't deny 
the possibility of it. | can be paranoid enough at times to believe that things | can't see might be around. That 
goes'th without knowing what it IS | think might be there. If I'd venture to ever ask what those might actually 
be, at the risk of giving myself more ways to be paranoid, I'm sure it'd sound rather stupid to say that life 
couldn't exist out there." 


"Paranoia doesn't always demand answers," replied Kip. "A thirst for knowledge does, and so does a problem- 
solving mindset -something you and Allen seem to have. Paranoia can lead to those, l'm sure -or come from it, 
as you suggest, but just because they're not mutually exclusive isn't to say they're always correlated, either. 
You gotta watch out how seriously you take it, and for what reasons. What I've found -what matters is 
whether or not you're thinking for your own enjoyment, or something with answers that'll have some eventual 
benefit for you or anyone else. If paranoia's a factor, it's not taking the lead over you if one of those two 
things apply. But if you're just looking for answers of where danger is, or what bad outcomes could come from 


any number of factors -the question is gonna create more fears than it removes, who's in control then?" 


"Sounds about right" Accurate enough to be scary. Don Dokken might be RIGHT. | MIGHT like the way YOU think, 
too. Good thing Ive got more questions to help me find THAT out. "| take it you're of the first of those two 


categories, given you seem to have a spur of the moment, just-because attitude toward driving up here." 


‘Correct. | do this for fun -because | can, and there's nothing wrong with that. It's not necessarily gonna make 
life easier to study these things, so there's no reason to take it so seriously for my purposes. I'd probably say 
different if | had a career in astronomy -music ended up coming a little more naturally and being more 
important to me. Thats where l'm going to spend my energy taking everything seriously, because | can be too 
much of a perfectionist at times." 


Donald snorted. "We couldn't do it if it wasn't that important for us, because it can be damn exhausting at 


times even with all the passion in the world" 


"You know it well as | do -and probably better. Starting in the 80s was an entirely different scene, even for 
the most serious of us." Kip smirked. "I don't do that with this out here -this is down time. But it's still 
something | find interesting, and | still enjoy learning from it when | can, asking different questions. Certain 
things you might only briefly touch on while discussing the different known stars and galaxies for what we 
already know and what they are -those can take a bigger focus when you start asking questions about what 
could be possible that we don't know about." 


"Seems like sound logic for any number of topics." NOW here comes the challenge.. "Certainly better than those 
random sighting tails with poor footage for clout on TV. I'd say ‘humor me’, but | might be humoring you more 
by asking -what would you say YOUR most sound reason to believe in this alien life is?" 


Kip smiled ever so slightly -it almost looked as if he knew where Donald was going. 


"You can always look at it this way. If the universe is as large as it is, and we only really know one small 
fraction of it, with plenty of unknowns still in that small fraction we do know.. You start considering everything 
outside of that, like all those galaxies we acknowledge are there but know nothing about, and the likelihood - 
there's practically no way there's not some other form of life somewhere out there. We don't know how 
sentient, how far away, or how likely we are to find it in a certain number of years. Those are just some of 
the different questions to speculate. Scientifically, there's been a lot of learning and advances over the last few 
decades. There's a chance we'll eventually have what it takes to find it. Maybe thatll be more from technology, 
or just trying a different approach -because perspective can be everything. Come walk back up the trail with 
me, and there'll be stars that'll reappear above those trees that you can't see right now. Not being able to 
see them from down here doesn't mean that they're not there. And there's also a chance we might not find it, 
mainly depending on that question of how far out it is and everything dependent on that. But even if it ends up 
being the latter, you still don't have a chance of finding it to begin with if you don't consider the possibility and 


start asking those questions." 


Kind of lke what we won't find out about what CAN be done HERE. Donald gave a light toss of his head as he 
followed Kip's invitation to follow him partway back up the hill they'd walked down, away from the creek and 
back toward the lodge. Whatever the reason, he preferred staying on the high ground, and they were getting 


away from the others just as he saw the perfect chance to segue into his own topic of interest. 


"Using the same logic you put to the universe, and a couple of hints I've heard dropped here and there, there 
has to be other places'th where those of us in the Split end up in Lapse." 


"Oh, absolutely," exclaimed Kip, as if the answer was obvious. "Wait, nobody's mentioned going-?" 


He deflated from his sudden burst of energy just as quick as it had appeared, deductions visibly coming 
Together in his eyes. 


"Well, | guess nobody who's around here at the moment goes over to the other main ones, really. Neither do 
most of the REO guys, to my knowledge. | take it by your reaction, you haven't had any visitors in the time 


you've been here?" 


Donald shook his head. "Way to figure THAT out. Unless you count Gregg Philbin, who seems'th to have 
disappeared since REO got out of their last event. | guess'th that explains why | have no idea who you and 


Allen were talking about earlier." 


"Yeah, wouldn't expect you to in that case." Kip was leading him to a smaller, cabin-like structure at the base 
of the open clearing before the lodge. It appeared to be unoccupied from the outside, and Kip climbed up the 
two steps onto the small porch formed by the overhang of a loft dormer. 


Donald followed him up after seeing no response from the structure to say it's vacant appearance had 


deceived them 


"So, as you're probably now realizing, | have a lot of questions about that, too," he quipped back, matter-of- 
factly. 


"Yes. And for good reason" Kip sat down emphatically on one of the two chairs on the porch and motioned to 


the other. 


Donald took the invitation, seeing what it suggested. /H/ be awhile, getting to the bottom of this. | asked.. now Im 
gonna GET it. Hope everything | DONT know proves helpful and isn't just leading to something impossible to reach 


Looking straight out from the porch down the hill, he could still see Allen, Eric, and Mike down by the bridge, 
but up higher, he could still see the tree line -and a few clusters of stars he hadn't been able to see from 
the bridge, as Kip had suggested. 


Much like he suspected of the other locations -and now he'd finally found a view into another. 


"Alright," Kip started. "About all those guys. Klaus, Rudolf, Herman, and Francis -and also Matthias, because | 
don't think | mentioned him earlier. They're the Scorpions. If you haven't heard of them -I'd suspect you 
wouldn't have, since you've got a pretty good disparity in style, and they come from a more classical school of 
influence -they're from Germany. Started out in the late bOs, but didn't really get on the map outside their 
local area until the late 70s, and didn't hit big until the early BOs, by which point, their sound was getting a 


little more commercially friendly. You'd have to consider the era to classify them as rock or metal -and they 


have a lot of connections with heavy metal bands, so that might help explain some of this location breakdown." 


"Makes enough sense'th. Doesn't sound like we've got much in common as you predicted, aside from the time 


we were starting out" 


"Just about. They have been known to visit us here, but they spend most of their time in three other 
locations they've told me of. The first two, I've also visited and spent some time in before -and like here, there 
are a number of other bands hanging out there. You've probably heard Metallica mentioned; they're over 


there, too. So are Megadeth and AC/DC. Probably Alice Cooper if he hasn't been around here as of late while 


lm not." 


‘Ive heard it mentioned he was around in February or so" Donald shrugged. "Never saw him since I'VE been 


here, though." 


"Seems about right with his moving around" Kip nodded and squinted in thought, looking up to the ceiling of the 
porch and holding hands out before him to extend fingers for each band he named. 


"Let's see Def Leppard and Cheap Trick -and l'm guessing that's where Bon Jovi and Cinderella are ending up 
for right now, unless they're about to end up in another separate location after this. | guess Cinderella has 
enough connections where they could end up here, too, because they kind of hung out here with an event in 
late 2017, before REO came along. Or maybe they're floating with Ratt, wherever the heck those guys are 
lately -| haven't seen them here or there in awhile, but they've got close connections, too. Maybe they've 
already started a new place | haven't been able to pop into yet -and | know this sounds like l'm talking in Greek 
when you probably don't know any of these guys-" 


"Hell, no!" 


"-But that's another thing -| don't know where the limit is to how many bands stay together in one location, 
but I'm sure there's gotta be one, because when we don't have a lot of events going on, and we all end up in 


Lapse at the same time, it's a pretty full house." 


‘I'd say!" Donald remarked, both of Kip's seemingly foreign language of band names, and of crowded chaos. "Hard 


enough to get a moment of peace even WITH a few of us out" 


Kip chuckled. "Come on out here with us more often -you heard what Eric was saying! Anyway, back to what | 
was trying to get at, they move back and forth between two places depending on the time of year, same as 
you'll soon see how we do. And the Scorpions also have a lapse location in Germany. | don't know if that was 
one they got by default so they could have someplace to stay in their own country with their own language, 
or if they traveled to it on their own will, since they haven't had too many events to keep them from having 
the chance. That's what Justin and Graeme of the Moodies do -its why you don't see them as often here 
with Mike. Some of the Deep Purple family, too. And | guess the same goes for Gregg maybe going back to the 


Midwest -as you know, | haven't been around too much, so him going away -that's news to me. Anyway, youll 


still probably meet the Scorps, sooner or later. They're pretty close with the Dokken camp, so they'll make 
visits. Fairly often, if they can" 


"Probably nothing news-wise when you already have plenty more news to give in return,’ Donald mused. "Hey, 
speaking of that, and not being around much lately, would you say you've been in your event this'th whole 
time, or have you spent more time in any of these other Lapse places'th?" 


"Now, | can't really say for sure about that, aside from being in the one with those guys around Mardi Gras, 
when | was talking about Francis. The days are running together lately with the way this event I'm in with Bon 
Jovi and Cinderella has been going. | wish | had a more helpful answer there, but that's the best | can give you. 


For now." 


Kip's flat tone could have fooled most, but Donald caught the subtle, quizzical squint of one eye in the dark, 


paired with his choice of words. 


There's something you know -however vague -and you might fell me YET, but arent sure how much you trust me 
with it THAT is fne; | understand the feeling of caution ..considering Id likely feel the same way if you were to ask 
ME. 


"That's fair," he ceded, feeling a bit more confident in confession with Kip's guarded nature. "If it wasn't my 
first event and this wasn't all new to me, | guess'th | could have thought the same for awhile, coming out of it 
and into this town" 


‘Sometimes that's how it goes. Certain events hang onto you longer than others -especially unfamiliar ones, or 


ones around past experiences you deem more significant, it seems." 


Well the 80s, as uneventful as they were, were pretty damn significant to me, so THAT isn’t hard fo believe. | 
won't speak of it until you bring it up, given your supposed side of it, but it seems the 90s were pretty significant 
to REB for the same reasons -and his event has been relentless here for HM 


Donald didn't want the conversation to dead-end near the danger zone before he could get answers to plenty 
other questions Kip had hinted at. He had to pull the conversation back around with a more complex question 


of his own -something that took enough guts even with the evening running smoothly so far. 
its only fair when Lanier took Reb on.. but Doughty's gonna owe us BOTH after tonight 


"Now, you say some bands visit and move between locations'th a lot, but you seem to say it like only a few of 
them like the Scorpions do -and as if some of us here don't at all," he challenged. "Any chance you've noticed 


some reason for that, aside from some of us just not knowing how or wanting to?" 


"| don't know exactly what it is that gives me or any of them more degrees of freedom to easily move 


between more Lapse locations than the rest of us, or why certain bands end up in one over another, but | 


could believe in there being a reason -and | can speculate on a few patterns I've noticed, having spent some 


time in two main groups." 


Which | imagine might be just as helpful to know as we need them fo be. Donald extracted his notepad from his 


raincoat once again, this time, not concerned about keeping it away from Kip's line of sight. 


"For one, some of us have more connections between other bands, or at least certain people within them than 
others. To use the Scorpions as a good example again, those guys get along with practically everyone. In terms 
of Touring and other time together in Standard, they have spent more time with a lot of events in the other 
location | know if, so it makes sense they'd end up sorted there by default. But then | know them to a point. 
Don Dokken knows them very well -Herman and Klaus especially. | think he even lived with Herman part-time 
while Herman was starting out as a producer and Don was helping him out. Then they also spent time with 
Deep Purple on a tour at some point back in the day, and even Ritchie gets along with Matthias -if he's not 
holding a grudge because Matthias beat him at soccer." 


"So Ritchie would even be moody about that?" Donald feigned shock. "| swear, there's either not a thing in the 
world he won't hold a grudge about when he's in the mood, or he's not really mad -he's just doing it because 


he fucking WANTS to." 


‘Its the latter," said Kip, matter of factly. "And Matthias loves to joke about how silly it is to others. Won't let 


it go away until Ritchie lets it go. You can imagine they've had some intense battles of will” 


"| can't decide if it'd be interesting to witness'th, or something to stay far away from" Donald snorted as his 
expression switched from mock-wariness to a snide smirk. "I guess it'd depend on how far Ritchie takes'th it 


each time. Maybe I'd have to keep count of how many times the fire alarm went off." 
Kip tossed his head back and guffawed. 


"Matthias would get a kick out of that -it might be true. Doesn't stop them from still going against each other 
on a field every next time he visits and chatting about their common interests -just like how Mike and Eric 
end up out here, and | come along when | can" He gazed down the hill at the two, thoughtfully, leaning forward 
to rest his elbows on the shallow rail of the porch. "OF all those guys, you'd probably get along best with 
Matthias. | can't say you'd have any musical opinions in common, but he's also intuitive in nature. He doesn't 
lose any irony in translation. And while there are certain reasons l'm sure you haven't had the greatest time 


getting along with Ritchie, he's a lot more grounded in those ways." 


"Ie picked up on that. He seems'th interesting," agreed Donald. "Good to know if | ever want to see what he 


thinks of this." 


"He'd be cool about it -even if he doesn't agree, he's pretty willing to hear and respect what other people 
think," Kip encouraged. "Now, come to think on it, connection is probably the same reason why Alice Cooper can 
move around between our Lapse houses. Under most conditions, Reb, Paul, and | would be here, and he's like 


family to us. He has a lot of connections to Blue Oyster Cult, too. However, he's also Dave Mustaine's 


godfather. It wouldn't be fair if he were always here and Dave never got to see him after the Split because 
Megadeth stays over there. At the same time though, while some of us here could get along with the bands 
over there in certain conditions, some of us would be incompatible. | mean, | could be wrong, but | can't really 


see you living with Dave and his bandmates or most of the Metallica guys." 


"Perhaps some might say | shouldn't judge those | don't know, but I'll believe you and say | don't see it 
happening, either." 


"Probably not AC/DC either, going by genre and stylistic similarities," Kip suggested. "Musically, you'd have next 
to nothing to agree on -maybe slightly more compatible senses of humor, there. | will give the Young brothers 
credit -they stick to themselves most of the time, but I've gathered they ran a tight ship with things 
happening just so by how they respond to the more interesting parts of life in that location. They're probably 
a great deal responsible for why that Lapse house hasn't burned down" 


| had the displeasure of finding out who they were in a festival in 2015," Donald sneered, using his notebook to 
swat away an errant cicada that flew through the porch railing. "They were rather boring and cacophonous to 
my ear, but respect to them for holding their standards for whatever they were trying for. Aside from Alice, 
| still think I'd sooner try my luck with the Scorpions, as far as anyone you've described goes. They seem the 
most tame." 


At that moment, the cicada swooped back through the porch, and Kip and Donald both stood up and began 
walking back down toward the creek to meet back with the others. 


"As a whole band, that's mostly true. Now, I'm not gonna say they can't be as crazy at certain times as 
anyone else, or that Herman and Rudy can't compete with Mick and Albert respectfully for who's the most 
crazy," Kip warned, "but they're all pretty down to Earth." 


Returning to his place on the bridge, Donald hung back and took advantage of Eric and Mike being distracted 
with filling Kip in on their own discussions, and pointing out what else they'd found in the sky in their time 


watching. 


Along the bank, Allen seemed to hang back and enjoy watching the three in their found connection they might 
have never had in the standard world. Or perhaps he was still used to watching from a distance from his time 


in exile. 


It seemed that the setting might have once been unsettling to him, by his cautious surveying of his 


surroundings periodically, but he'd come to otherwise enjoy it with time. 


There was something nice in that suspicion to Donald, in knowing it might have played into Allen's decision to 


encourage him to come along. 


He listened as Allen joined in when the conversation turned toward filling Kip in on some of the happenings he'd 


missed in Lapse. Ritchie getting up to trouble while Paicey and Jon Lord dragged out their event, and Alan 


Gratzer was in his own, trying to get Gary and Kevin to stop bickering so that they could find Neal. Eric being 
in an event with half his bandmates stir-crazy from being on the road, before ending up in exile and helpless 
to even try to spend some time in Lapse to keep things from blowing up. Plenty of joking begging for Kip to 
come back with Rod Morgenstein and help hold the fort down. 


"Now, now. It wasn't that bad," Mike assured. "We kept things together just fine. We had Jon Lord and Paicey 
back, and Rocker does fine. Ray toned it down for the time, and we even had Alice drop in to help when things 
barely began to approach getting out of hand." 


"Well THANK GOODNESS for Alice, and for Jon and lan being back, because between the absence of Rod and 
Alan Gratzer, its a wonder | found any building to return to!" 


"But we're back, and | saw for myself, it's only been better each day since REO returned in their entirety,” 


Allen chimed in. 


That, Donald could comment on, having seen for himself -if not in the context of Eric's rant. "I could stand to 


agree in some respects'th." 


"Now, it might not be as crazy with them around, but I'd say it's tried to be in other ways." Then, did Allen 
add the condition. 


"Oh yeah?" Kip grinned. It was friendly and curious in nature, more of a harmless mischief than most, but still 


a touch naughty. 


"What, problems with bandmates acting insane?" asked Eric. "You get them all in together and they either keep 
each other occupied and away from trouble, or they all find it together." 


"Come on, Eric. It's gonna happen. We had a morning on the road where my guys broke out banana phones in a 
restaurant, making a joke at my expense." Kip snickered. "Hey, | still had plenty of fun with that event. It was a 
good time for us. And then don't get me started on my event with Bon Jovi and Cinderella -Tom, Tico, and Rod 
had to strategically sit next to the troublemakers for when they had to intervene." 


"Its a good thing Albert's not here," Allen noted. "Hearing that, he'd do it the next time he found a banana for 


sure.” 


"As far as l'm concerned, a phone might be the least worrisome of what he might mimic with a banana," Eric 


warned. "You'd definitely better not tell him, and if | find out any of you did, I'll have to tell you a thing or two." 


Kip chortled loudly this time. "Would he? Or do you just have a mind dirty enough to think of that before you 


would a phone?" 


Allen pointed at Eric with an evil grin -overlapping teeth out to perfect it. 


It was almost enough to make Donald bare a naughty smirk of his own, even at the more predictable dirty joke. 


Almost. 


"Alright, ALRIGHT." Eric pretended to shove Kip away. "You're gonna play that way, and you'll have even better 
luck getting Joe riled up. Here | was glad to see you tonight, and now I'm about ready to send you back!" 


"What, he's already given Joe too much embarrassment this year?" Allen suggested, now looking up toward the 
trees innocently. "Only May, and that's where we're at?" 


"Back in the day, I'm surprised he didn't give Joe a stroke before he left the band," grumbled Eric. "I'm sure it 
was even better in the 80s for bands who had guys like him." 


If he's ever gotta go over with the others, I'll tell them to have him sit in with Def Leppard and the 
Scorpions," Kip offered. "They'll put forks over their eyes around the table for fun, mimicking that aloum 


cover." 


"That's nightmare images for him." Allen pointed to Donald. "He might not be so eager to meet them if they 


ever come around here after hearing that." 


"That does it, if Def Leppard are involved -whoever they all are. NOT iH If you're saying that because you 
want help whenever that comes about, tell Neal he's due for HIS turns. Forget John Lodge and Ray." Donald 
piped down and shrugged. "Then again, he says'th Gratzer used to climb in washing machines for fun. Give me 
enough time living with him and Ritchie to decide the lesser of evils. Maybe my answer will change, though | 


doubt it. | know more of what to expect here." 


"There you have the key difference between lan and Alan as some of the most responsible drummers here 


and not missing in action," said Eric, in a deadpan tore. "The ‘Speed King’, and a the one in a Speed Queen!" 


"Stop! Allen pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose, and shook his head, while Kip loudly chortled. "Damn 
it, Eric; that is awful" 


"Oh, great going, lad," Mike ragged. "You took it too far, overstepped the line -you bloody ruined it!" 


"Alright, it's fifteen past ten," said Kip, moments later as everyone regained themselves. "We got a bit of a 
drive back in the dark already, and it's starting to cloud over on top of that. Not much left we can see at this 


point. We're gonna want to be back on the main road if we can before it starts raining.” 


Even in his split form prior to his tragedy, he's got that standard influence from the time he'd be in during Rebs 
event. He's quite cautious about being safe on the road, Allen thought to himself. More than he has been in past 


encounters. 


"Down's easier," Mike promised, in response to Donald's hesitant approach of the van once it was packed up, 


seeing no one else seemed to be intent on walking down the hill. "Unlike going up, you can see it's not as far 


down as it feels like it is. 


This time, Allen was sitting up front with Eric, to keep double-watch on the road through whatever foul 
weather they were likely to run into. Donald found himself in the back, once again, and with no major advantage 
in familiarity, took his seat next to Kip, in hopes of one last chance to gain perspective from him, should he not 


be present in the morning. 


Eric slowly backed off the slope and onto the gravel trail, and the van bounded its way slowly back the way 
they'd come. 


Mike sat back, looking carefree, still gazing out the window at the stars through the now-dense trees around 
them. Rather the opposite, Donald watched down through the window, cautiously at the steep hill off the side 
of the trail, and took quick glances at Kip's seemingly vigilant watch out the front windshield past Allen and 


Eric. 
Until, he leaned forward and looked beneath the seat, into the back. 


"Hey, Donald, could you take a look with your flashlight and make sure Eric put the telescope case in right-side 
up? | think it looks alright, but | can't tell for sure, and we already broke a lens last time." 


Donald scoffed silently at the seeming lack of forward planning on a lesson already taught, but looked anyway, 
only to see the case was not only right side up in the guitar rack Eric had, but secured to it with a loop of 


rope with quick-release knots. 


"Looks'th fine to me, but | don't know how you LIKE to have it. Maybe you should look with the light before we 
get to the hill?" 


"We're already down it," said Eric, continuing along the trail, which was widening as it neared the road entryway. 
"If you think it looks good, I'm not worried about it." Now, Kip looked just as casual as Mike. You seemed 
nervous, he seemed to say without words, please that on the way down, Donald hadn't noticed the hill, which 


indeed was not nearly as bad as it looked at first sight. 


"Oh, so you're sneaky," Donald quipped, putting the distraction scheme together and concealing surprise with 
knowingness. "| could say that'sth a bit disconcerting, but | could also admire it." 


Kip raised an eyebrow, but this time, in a more serious sense. 
"Since you put it that way, would you consider yourself the sneaky type?" 


"Not as much as someone very close to me, but | could hold my own next to him. Even though he always got 


the last laugh if it was between the two of us." 


Kip nodded, dropping his tone and glancing to see that Mike was caught up in still watching the stars in the sky 
out the window of the van -possibly blurred into vibrant streaks with whatever he was under the influence of. 


"Then | take it you won't mind if | sneak you a bit of information that needs to be kept very quiet 


Donald shrugged -less exaggerated than he usually did between the confines of the seat, and to keep the 


conversation under the radar of Eric in the front seat. 


"You know what they say about loose lips. But | think some of us are gonna be dead in the water without a life 
boat to fall back on if we let things'th do whatever they will” 


Kip nodded again, and this time it was a clear, silent admission: You understand why. With it, Donald could see 
Kip's playful, witty side drop away, baring the vulnerable place he'd concealed so well. 


"I've heard Mike suggest some things -and | don't think he can tell me directly -about what's been happening 


lately with someone /m very close with, while I've been out in this other event." 
"As far as | know, that sounds'th about right" 


"Listen, in his case, they are right in how they're handling it -at least for this much. It's better off you not 
tell him, or let this slip to anyone who might accidentally slip it to him." 


„in other words, Kevin Cronin and his inability to keep his BIG mouth SHUT.. judging by what Jon Lord has said, Glenn 
Hughes, too, if he shows up.. 


" because until | know for sure, | don't want to get his hopes up," said Kip, lowering his voice even further to a 
whisper. "/ dont know where I'll be when this one event with Bon Jovi is up, and he's still dealing with his event 
where we're apart. And I've been talking with the guys in some of the other default lapsing locations. Including 
those who had a part in the past that's repeating." 


"As in." Donald paused, and then they'd both moved past the point of no return in the decision to trust each 
other -ready or not -as he let Kip see just how fearful he was of overstepping his boundaries. 


"You can ask," Kip encouraged, "you have my permission as far as that part goes." 

"Metallica," continued Donald, "how has that worked? Do they know about -what somebody is dealing with?" 
It was strange how unlike in the context of Kip's event in the 80s heyday with Bon Jovi, Donald felt a strong 
inhibition to speak Reb's name in the context of his late 40s event, even with permission -and he wasn't 


missing Kip's avoidance of it, too. 


‘Lars is aware." Kip scrubbed his hands up over his forehead and breathed deeply. "We haven't been as close 


with the different events we've had going in, but he seems remorseful, just as he has been since we dealt 


with that when | first came into this. | guess, the best way To put it is he's giving me space and letting me 
approach him if and when | want to, with the realization and acceptance that | might not. He'd help me if he 
could, but he seems to understand why he probably cant." 


Damn right, he can't, Donald sneered to himself. And that's the truth, even if that thought seems like something 
Reb would say, too, 


"Which, if thats how he's being in response to being directly faced with it, | really can't hold the past against 
him in this world. Maybe that's too forgiving to some, but there's not much else | can ask him to do about it. 
I'm not directly in this event, which tells me it starts long after he had any involvement in what was 
happening, and with his own event -which has been stalled hard for almost a year now -it's 1986, he's dealing 
with a tragedy of his own, and its long before we were even a band for him to consider putting down. Maybe 
he contributed to things happening the way they did in the standard world that can always be repeated, but he 
has nothing to do with this event happening now." 


"But its a whole new way for the past to come back and haunt you." Damn. Every band in the Split world that 
has bad blood with another has way more problems to deal with -and a greater probability to have problems than 
BEFORE each side could experience it separately, Donald realized. / think Im damn well GLAD I dont have much 
comection to these guys from the past. 


"It can be interesting, having Megadeth and Metallica in Lapse in the same place," Kip agreed, once again, 
seemingly aware of Donald's train of thought. "Considering most of our relationships with other bands are 
positive, | didn't expect I'd come to know how awkward that can feel at times. And | don't get in on the actual 


fighting part of it, which the other full time residents have had to find their ways to deal with." 


if my placement HERE has nothing to do with a connection Im unaware of, Id say keeping me away from THAT is 
something that even | would have to be grateful to our controller for. 


"But, to their credit, Lars and Kirk found something out. Lars thought it would be helpful for me to know, and 
because of the situation, Kirk came to me to break the subject -he's always been nice even in the days when 
the rest of those guys really could be obnoxious -and | think what they told me is something you guys all 


need to know, too." 


Donald nodded, discreetly sliding his notepad out from beneath his windbreaker once again, yet leaving it in Kip's 


plain view as he concealed it from the others. 


"As far as this certain close friend goes -and those who | know are taking good care of him during their own 
trials, | would hope they get through this event quickly, but | have a very strong feeling it's not moving 
forward at any fast pace. As long as l'm in this other event with Bon Jovi and Cinderella, there's no chance at 


all I'm gonna see him, and likely not any of them in lapse while that's going on" 


Kip paused, and held up an index finger for emphasis. 


"Æ for whatever reason, their event does not make any progress in roughly half a year's time, supposedly, the 
ability of an event to affect what happens in Lapse diminishes greatly, until that event resumes in some way 
again. Sometimes it diminishes gradually, and sometimes it drops off sudden at that time. Depends on a few 
factors related to what happens in Lapse and who's with you, | would think. But Kirk and Lars? Those guys 
have had no progress -they haven't been out of Lapse separately or together in nine months. That event is 
still ongoing and stalled -but | watched them go full mindset out of a tragedy, to having it be a distant 
memory that they're just aware of -and somebody among them who couldn't be with them while that was 
going on? He's able to be with them again, now. And, if | think back, that event the Moodies went through, the 
longer they stayed in Lapse in the in-betweens of it, the less they seemed to feel the effects of the 
psychedelic experimentation driving that one. Drastically more so the time they weren't in it for over six 


months, as opposed to the time that wasn't that long. That's a stretch, but-" 
"You can see where there might be a pattern," finished Donald. "It's JUST suspicious'th enough with the timing.” 


"Joe Elliott -he's with Def Leppard -said he noticed the same thing a little over a year ago. After about six 
months of it being stalled across the board for all of them, all impact of it dropped. But he doesn't think that 


event is ever going to resume with how short-lived it was before it got stalled" 


"So you seem to know about Neal," Donald started, noticing Kip's subtle nod, "you're saying that if none of his 
bandmates kept trying over and over to go back into the event and get him out of the snow, after six'th 
months, he'd have been back in Lapse?" 


"In theory, yes However, if that event was strong and persistent -one that would happen no matter what. 
Eventually, it would start up again, and he'd probably be back there again, and it would still take however long 
for everyone else to go about getting him as they did with whatever conflict they had going on. And that -if 
we're not talking about an event being stalled outside of our control -is where the question of whether it's 


better to drag it out or get it over with comes in, if you all have ever considered that." 
"We have." 


"Then you know what ties in there. Is it an event that would even go on long as six months if you just tried to 
get it over with in one go? How important is it to get back into Lapse, even for just a short while? The guys in 
Metallica probably think it's well worth it to be all back together in Lapse for right now, but if everyone in 

REO just waited and did nothing for six months just for Neal to show up so they could deal with it later, when 
going through all the trouble at once only took a month longer -it doesn't save anything. Because after some 
time in Lapse, he'd end up right back in the snow. And assuming it still would take seven months worth of 
progress for them to actually get through the event -now you're looking at more than a year devoted to it. 


"| don't know how long my other event with Jon is gonna last. | really don't. Things were moving quick, and then 
it sort of slammed to a halt around the beginning of April -it's barely starting to pick back up again, it might 
get back to that speed -l| can't tell yet. But if it ends, and they're still stalled beyond their control, and it's 
been long enough, | think we might just be able to see each other. | don't know if I'll be able to stay here each 
night with them, or just visit and stay in the other location-" 


"-but there's a chance," Donald recognized. And one actually worthwhile for him.. Don Dokken was DEFINITELY 
right about all the hoops to jump through in this case. 


"There's a chance," Kip repeated. "There's hope for us, is what I'm saying. And | think thats enough to confirm 
it for everyone, even if its sometimes longer than six months, there's a limit somewhere. There is only so long 


even the worst stalled event can torment us here in Lapse." 
Like our other findings, there's a number of ways THAT can be taken.. yet, perhaps for ONCE, none are malevolent. 
Donald nodded. "| appreciate you passing that on" 


"| appreciate you hearing me out, and agreeing not to tell.. him. too soon," replied Kip, equally grateful, even as 
the faintest touch of melancholy showed through. "And I'm not saying, if he's interested, he can't know about 
the overall impact on mindset wearing off -you all can tell him that: And if he gets the suspicion on his own, 

that's another thing. Just, in whatever happens with whoever ends up backing you guys, | don't want him told 


that he might see me, before | can promise it -and not that I'm in an event in a different era" 
"Understood." 


"We're really not far away, in the other location in this town -not that it matters when you're leaving soon - 
maybe Allen will help you navigate to theirs in the city. The buildings are practically adjacent, if I'm here and 
not wherever else -l just can't physically approach yours at times, and l'm pretty sure | know why," Kip 


confessed, now whispering so low, he was practically mouthing the words with no sound at all. 


Donald nodded again, scribbling down the information, for he knew by Kip's expression that he had reached the 
end of all there was to confess about his current position -opposite perspective of his own, and with 


everything he'd said gradually becoming more confidential, he wouldn't get to hear any of it again. 


"But if he finds out only that you all have seen me, I'm alright. That's what any of you can tell him. And that's 
the truth." Kip paused and looked up, directly into Donald's eyes. "You've got people here looking out for you, 
right? Allen and Neal?" 


Donald startled at the sudden inquiry, but nodded back, never having had more confidence of it than in that 


moment. 


"And you know that in whatever ways are fitting, the same's being done for my partner while | can't be 


there." 


"Without a doubt" Donald attempted to specify Gary and John, but found the same resistance as with Reb's 


own name. 


"Then that's all | gotta know," concluded Kip, the briefly-seen vulnerable look in his eyes closing up beneath 
satisfaction. "That's all | need to know for myself, in regards to that. I'll be alright until we see each other, 
whenever that will be, and as long as it might be, itll be soon enough." 


At that point, as Eric was turning left off the narrow, winding state road back onto US 460, a streak of 
lightening crackled with thunder in the sky, and rain began washing heavily over the van as it began back down 
the long, steep grade they'd gone out on 


Mike gasped with delight at the vibrant streak splitting into branches, setting Eric off in laughter. 
"| guess that's our best answer as to whether Mike's tripping on something or not. What say you, Kip?" 


‘Oh, what would make you think that?" Mike teased back with a wink as Allen and Kip joined Eric in laughter, 
who kept his eyes glued carefully on the road with the windshield wipers on high. 


"Just on time," Eric declared, turning off his high-beams to stop the glare against the rain, just as a few, 
sparse road lights broke up the darkness enough to see unexpected hazards. Still keeping eyes on the road, he 


joined Mike in filling Kip in on what else they'd talked about while he'd been aside. 


Beside him, Allen reached up to tilt the rear-view mirror downward enough to cut out the glare from drivers 
behind them who weren't courteous enough to switch to low beams, and still see out the back windshield 


through its lower reflection Through it, he met Donald's gaze. 
Still alright? 


Leaning against the door as they drove freely down the open road, Donald looked back, and though with an edge 


of weariness, managed a more genuine smirk and nodded what was without a doubt, affirmative. 

He didn't know who or what had controlled most of the evening, but this time, it certainly hadn't been paranoia 
They were going to have another incredibly late night -and another scientific article to write, with plenty of 
references Kip had already cited. But until the moment that van would back up alongside the Lapse building, 
where Eric would let everyone else run for cover, that didn't have to matter. All that did was being satisfied 


with everything they'd accomplished on a very different kind of nighttime mission 


We have ANSWERS. 


All In a Day's Work 


Author's Notes: 

These guys have come so far since the beginning, and honestly, its unwieldy for even me to go back through 
for each moment of discovery. What better time between "volumes" of this story to recap? (And yes, 
comparing the Mike and Don chapters to Kip's connects a lot of things.. Questions left open have been 


answered!) 


Date: 5/209 
Log entry author -ALLEN LANER. 
Its 2:00 o'clock in the morning, but there's no rest for the weary.. Or the wicked. 


[Fagen did return to the bedroom to go to sleep a couple of hours after our return, but I'd easily believe he's 


entitled. What a trooper he has been, the last few days] 


Its been a busy week. The second half of it certainly hasn't been a walk in the park, and metaphorically, a 
walk in the woods might still be not enough to describe a handful of moments, but the payoff has been 
absolutely spectacular. 


To think that a mere twenty-four hours ago, it was uncertain we'd have so much of a chance to speak to Kip 
before another inevitable departure, yet here we stand with so much more evidence to back our findings, and 


new leads to boot. 


[The fuller details of such, Fagen has suggested we keep in the separate volume with Reb's own writing -which 
will not be shown directly to anybody we have further talks with -to ensure that nobody will bare too much 
information about Kip's whereabouts to Reb, and | agree it is best that we do for the time being, in honor of 
Kip's requests] 


Oh, | can't come up with words sufficient enough for how pleased | am! To think how much greater this 


personal dilemma would be if only Neal had been able to join us. 


Once again, I'll sit up and write another scientific journal, as Fagen indeed put it well, and perhaps I'll exhaust 


myself once again -even though | wouldn't have it any other way. 


And this time, l'm almost positive I'll spend every minute of it with a smile on my face. (As I've said before, 


pity you cannot see) 


That said, if you're still here, you've already seen every part of the study of sorts forming this review, and | 
believe that's been far more interesting than it would be for me to waste your time showing you the entire 


write-up of the process of gathering our findings so far in scientific language. 


At the same time, this journey has been far longer and in depth than we might have first anticipated, and I'll 
admit, | don't see an end in sight appearing anytime soon. As it stands with how far we've gone, it is likely 
becoming unwieldy to go back through every part of this study to spot each moment we came upon new ideas 


and answers. 


So, as | realize there may not be much time left here in this country Town, before we continue our adventure 
in the city (once again, if you've made it this far, wouldnt you be interested in coming along’), | believe now is a 
good time to recap the gist of everything we have found so far. Tonight, and everything going back to the 


start of our exploration, since the first time | ever addressed you: 


| Unsurprisingly, we have more control in Lapse than in events. This key finding plays into a number of others 


already found, and likely, more to come. 


2. Springing directly off |, what we do in Lapse may not only control what happens here, but in some ways, can 


have more impact on an event than anything we could try from within it. 


3. Like in the Standard world, time within individual events can only move one way. Wherever an event begins 
is what everyone involved has to work with, should they want to change the past outcome of a historical 
event. There is no trying to change what would have happened before the timeframe of the event to create a 


better situation for successfully reaching the desired ending. 


4. While time can only go forward in a single event, multiple, separate events related to the common, historical 


timeframe may not take place in order, as Don Dokken seems to have found with his extensive experience of 


different event types. 


5. An event can be stalled for any number of reasons, both controllable and uncontrollable, but there are a 


few ways we can be responsible for it, including, but not limited to: 


a) Attempting to change the happenings of a historical event in such a way that is not possible here, ie. trying 


to work outside the timeframe of an event, as detailed in point 3. 


b) Having conflicts between bandmates that have carried over outside the event and must be resolved to a 


point in Lapse before the event can proceed. 


c) Different bandmates attempting to pull the happenings of the event in different directions from lack of 
agreement as to where it should go*, and even refusing to move forward until all but one surrender on 
getting their way (at which point, the original outcome seems to be most likely, especially if the same 


differences of opinion are in play as in the past) 


d) Having a reason for which one must temporarily stay in Lapse, with the understanding and accepting that 
once that reason expires, if the event was well advanced or not weak enough to fade away in its earliest 


stages, it will then proceed. 


b. *As hinted in point 5c: An event based on the Standard past is most often unlikely to proceed any 
differently unless everyone involved are in agreement of what they want to change, what they would prefer 
happen instead, and are all working toward making it happen. (Considering the variance in frequency of conflict 
within different bands, this may be more feasible for some of us than others.. Ultimately, everyone involved 
has to WANT it, otherwise the event will stall, or proceed as in the Standard past if a disagreement was the 
catalyst for past happenings and remains the same.) 


T. Related to b: Depending on what is being relived from the Standard past, it may not be worth trying to 
change what happened. It pays to consider the risks involved of altering history to avoid difficult or dangerous 


trials when the original outcome is ultimately positive. 


B. Some of the previous conditions can carry to uncharted events that are not based in the past. While 
evidence so far suggests that the unanimous agreement on a change of course is not needed in these 
instances, and that we have far greater control of these events, a certain amount of caution and strategy 


should be used when doing so. Just as in Standard, not every situation is what it may seem. 


q. Historically based events that had a greater impact on one's life in Standard will have a greater impact on 
one's state of mind in Lapse, as well as a longer-lasting one. This direct relationship is already logical in terms 
of which memories last longest. It also seems to appear more with negative experiences in our research so 
far, which is also fitting, as the mind remembers negative experiences longer in the object of self-preservation 
to prevent it from repeating in the future. Thus, situations such as described in point 5b are more likely to 
occur with more traumatic events of this nature, and are more prone to stalling occasionally if those in it are 


not prepared to face such past conflicts again. 


10. While the stalling of events can further the extended impact described in point 9, there is evidence to 
suggest a fairly consistent limit exists on how long a continuously stalled event can influence one's condition in 
Lapse. This still may not be helpful in instances with longer events where the majority of time is spent in 
Lapse with short bursts of event progress in between, but it does take away one of the worst case scenarios, 
should a significant, traumatic event become stalled for too long. At the same time, it is a long enough time 
to prevent it from being abused in intra-band arguments such as with point 5c, and simply avoiding the 
inevitable. [| have plenty of doubts, though | question how much mercy our controller shows us, and if this is 
a protection to us, should their ability to propel an event on their end be temporarily lost] 


Il. Though founded on minimal evidence and not proven to be as consistent yet, some have admitted to having 
events foreshadowed in dreams had in Lapse -both events that came about, and ended up fading before they 
began (Mike Pinder). There is a possibility when the impact of one event separates two or more people in 
Lapse, that any other simultaneous events involving said people may appear as a dream rather than a true 
event to those not as directly involved in the happenings ([Redacted]). 


I2 Under similar conditions to point Il (also contributed by Mike Pinder), in the case of stalled, non-historical 
events, so long as none of the conditions listed in point 5 are in play -or any others of the sort with the same 
effect -the key to resuming the progress may be within the minds of those involved. If Timothy Leary's 
theory passed on to Mike holds true in that thinking is the best way to travel, all involved in these uncharged 
events may need to ponder and strategize the path of the event just as much as our controller may. (Proper 


strategizing in this way, again, will cover concerns mentioned in points 7 and 8) 


13. Also with minimal and less consistent evidence for the time being, when an event stalls, any one person 
involved who is physically stuck in some place within the event may be unable to return to Lapse, depending. 
In these cases, a time disparity between Lapse and the event may be likely. However, if the event stays 
continuously stalled and those not stuck in the event stay stuck in Lapse, eventually, they will be freed under 
the conditions in point 10. (This is something we might find more evidence of from someone beyond our Lapse 


location) 


14. There may be more to the multiple Lapse locations than what meets the eye in terms of accessibility and 
placement. Likewise, there may also be conditions applied to those of us who choose to move freely about in 
their time in Lapse, rather than staying close to the location they will arrive at by default. So far, the most 
logical theories we have toward the former and more complex issue include connections between artists and 


bands, compatibility between inhabitants, and an uncertain limit on occupancy. 


With that, I'll bring this summary to a close with somewhat of a confession pertaining to point 14, because | 
have indeed overlooked the significance of these other locations on past mentions. The extent of which has 
become clear this evening. It was easy to overlook as someone who has simply seen visitors and have yet to 
travel to the others. Coincidentally, Don Dokken, who is of the same position, spoke of these locations indirectly 
in his conversation with Fagen. However, his speculations were unfounded by his own experiences, and he 
subtly suggested they were simply that: speculations based on what he had witnessed of others, and not 


something we should thoroughly accept as truth without gaining more evidence from other sources. 


Mind you, I've insisted that a lot can be learned by sitting quietly on the side and watching, it rings true now. 
Multiple times, Don Dokken mentioned and steered us toward speaking to Kip Winger -someone who DID have 
the direct experience to back up such speculations. And oh, how so much of it has come full circle all in 


today's work, and how many of his speculations were RIGHT! 


We know now for certain of at least a few other locations (not limited to), and some of those who have been 
in them recently, including [Redacted]. He had more evidence to back up Don's vague suggestion toward 
connections playing a role in placement, and now that we know [Redacted] has indeed been between those other 
locations, Fagen is very interested to test this theory and find out where his own connection to ANY of us lies, 
if it exists -and we both have plans to make a point of doing so once Doughty is back with us. 


Perhaps it could be some time before we can, but for once, | must admit (with emphasis on the condition that 


| may be wrong), | have a rather fine feeling that it won't be too long. 


Until then, once this article is properly put together, we'll be looking toward the road ahead, without forgetting 
where we've been and what we've learned along the way. We're certainly in perfect shape now to continue our 
discussion with Don Dokken when he returns, and we may very well be looking beyond our location in the city 


when we get there. 


And | cannot express how grateful | am to have you along for the ride with the wonderful working partners 


lve come to know so well. Connection or no connection, and wherever it may stand.. 


(To be continued.) 


May lOth, 2019: Feelin Alright? (Snide Keyboardists 
Reunitel) 


Author's Notes: 

Pardon the Traffic/made-popular-by-Joe-Cocker pun thrown in there (and while my frequent readers might 
recognize the pun from "Are You With Me", that part of this chapter was already down before the 2019 
Ficmas list released.) The references to Timeout I've been excited for are here -snide Neal is back with a 
vengeance! With Donald having made major strides in gairing footing and confidence in the Split world, the battle 
of wit stands stronger than ever.. It's only a matter of time before Good Trouble hits Lapse and events alike! 


5/10/20 


Following the late-evening trip out, Allen all but pulled an all-nighter, which Donald expected as much. There 
were plenty of loose ends to tie up when they returned about an hour before midnight. He'd provided his 
notes he'd taken with his own analysis, as well as a conversational recount of what Kip Winger knew, and stayed 


present until all his complicated contributions were properly recorded for further working. 


Supposedly, Allen had given himself a brief respite between 6:30 and 8:00 in the morning. That's what Donald 
found out at 10:30, when after some time sitting quietly in the common area, observing the quiet hallways with 
John Lodge and Ray Thomas, he checked into the hideout to find Allen awake one again, and preparing to make 
his way upstairs to retrieve more coffee from the kitchen, which he'd once again been tossing back in lieu of 


sleep. 


It was in perfect timing. Allen had just finished his final written conclusion, only needing Donald to read over it 
and make an addendum with any details he'd either left out, or benefited from further description in-depth. 
Once he'd finished, half an hour later, he left the hideout, leaving Allen to finally crash in peace. 


He knew from the morning that Kip was still around. Ray had tipped him that he'd been upstairs with Eric, Kip, 
and Mike on the seventh floor late into the night, having what the flautist had called a ‘grand old time’ while 
they could. 


Yet, when Donald finally found Kip, in the bedroom that was all-but-abandoned in the absence of both Dokken 


and REO Speedwagon, he was in a much more somber state. 


"| don't think I'll be here much longer," he admitted, with the same weariness from his confession on the ride 
back. "My events been a bit stalled lately, but if everyone else will try to push through it with me, | have to 
get back to it. It feels like it's trying to pick back up, anyway. Even if its not, and | can't, | can still only stay 


here but so long for now." 


"What's the chance'th you're in the other location that's around here if you're not back in the event?" 
"Possible." Kip nodded. "Highly possible, actually. But its unlikely you'll see me around, or notice me if you do." 
He looked out the window. 


"That reminds me -the rain's stopped. For what it's worth, | can show you where it is, even if it's not much 


use now." 


"Aside for the sake of curiosity." Donald instantly walked forward to follow Kip out of the room, and toward 


the nearest exit -no direct answer needed. 


"| like that answer." Kip used the internal stairwell that went to the ground level, and they exited through the 
lobby door at the bottom of the hill 


Walking the length of the building to the other end -the end Donald associated with Ritchie's hideout, there was 
a smaller building catty-cornered at an obtuse angle to the one they'd come from. From the lobby exit on 


that end, to the side door on the end of the other building, there was, at the most, forty feet. 


"That's it. Thats where most of those guys | mentioned last night have been -bar the Scorpions if they've 
been overseas. If everyone inside is getting ready for moving like everyone here will be in the next day or so, 


| imagine someone like you doesn't want to be over there." 


"Probably not" Thats it. Id say youre JOKING, but your word's as good as any with what you've given us to 
work with, 


"| might be over there, if l'm not back in my event on time." Kip smirked knowingly. “But | already know what 


to expect from Metallica around moving time." 


"Pretty funny. | can't speak for everyone else'th here and what they know, but I'm finding out about all these 
other artists in the Split who have been RIGHT HERE the whole time I've been here." 


Though with the dumpster fire our location was for a few weeks there, | can’t blame any of the supposed visitors 


for not being any more eager fo visit us as | am to visit there at this time. 


"But do you have the ability to move between locations yet -or at least without someone who has some sort 


of restriction?" Kip raised an eyebrow, walking toward the smaller building of discussion, until he was right up 


to the door. 


Donald suspected he only refrained from going through the door with the possibility that once he went 
through, he wouldn't be able to come back to the other for some time again if it invited the return of the 


others to come along faster. 


But as he tried to follow Kip, he found an inexplicable weight in his stride, like he was trying to push against an 
invisible wall, and just taking a single step took seconds and an uncanny amount of effort. Paired with a 


growing, odd feeling of paranoia, he stopped trying to approach and backed off. 
"So this is what you meant." 


THE is what you described about not being able to physically approach when Rebs with us. This is fucking bizarre - 
but aside from a mental inability to recognize each other, how have people here NOT noticed Kp -aside from Mike 
when Reb isn't around? How would Reb have not found out -unless he can't stand Metallica so bad that he won't 
go visit Alice -which going by Allen's account wouldnt be unimaginable. 


Kip nodded. "There's a chance you could make it over here, if | wasn’t here, or over in your place. Depending 

on how incompatible you are with the others. But | can't lead visitors over here -they have to arrive before 
me. Like when the Cinderella guys don't disappear somewhere else when our event is in Lapse. It proves what 
| was concerned about though. l'm not gonna be able to direct you all to the others when we get to the city." 


"So how do you suppose'th we work around that?" 


"Well, | guess I'll just have to send some of Don Dokken's friends your way at some point, if some of them 
don't beat me to it" Kip began walking back to the more familiar Lapse building along the road with Donald. 
"Either they'll all take turns visiting and you won't even have to worry about access, or if | time it just right, 
someone might try slipping you the location around a time I'll disappear with Jon for a few days. But tell Don, 


and he'll be on the lookout. Once he gets onboard with Allen, he'll make sure something lines up." 


The verbiage was uncertain -something Donald would have easily been skeptical of in any world he'd walked into 


-or ever would walk into, which was something new he'd had to consider since the Split. 


With the past week, he'd found just enough of a sense in what felt strangely likely to happen, exclusive to the 
Split world and only when he was looking for it, that it would indeed happen. Someday. Sometime. 


The rain that had let up long enough for the late morning and early afternoon kicked back in at 3:00 with 
thunder and windblown sheets of downpour. Donald swore and slammed the window shut in the hideaway while 


finishing his own, due portion of the work when mist blew through the screen 


He finally ventured out to the downtown district again after 6:00, something he admitted to himself, and later 
to Allen as something he didn't anticipate doing. The rain slowed down in time to not leave ponding that was 
impassible on foot, and only came in light, scattered showers going into the early evening. Tedious, but nothing 


he hadn't braved before, and not pushing the line of what was worth the trouble. 


Particularly when a strong sense of certainty was settling in that this would be his last mission for Walter in 


that cou ntry town. 


Two hours gained him five signatures. He could have stayed out longer easily, but it was far better than 
what he could have asked as the town seemed to be thinning out with others also departing. Having yet to 


have someone turn him away, it was best to not have his success of his final mission marred at the end. 


When he returned to the Lapse house and straight to the hideaway, he found Allen returned and awake, looking 


over his work and forming final connections. 
| see you're back from another mission," Allen remarked. 


‘| see you're finishing YOURS," retorted Donald. "The hallway seemed even quieter than the noise restriction 
has made it, and | have an odd sense'th something's changed. ls Kip still here?" 


‘If he is, its unlikely he will be for long. He said he had to go find Jon. As in Jon Bon Jovi. So | suspect we 
won't see him again tonight, and | wouldn't be surprised if we have three of our missing residents back pretty 


soon." 


"Yeah, | just saw something myself that made me wonder, but I'll write it down and let you finish'th your piece. 
What's the common area look like?" Having approached the building from the lower side of the hill, Donald had 
bypassed it. 


Fairly clear, as of ten minutes ago," noted Allen. "I think John's just hanging around down there, waiting for 
someone he believes might be back soon Mike might be with him, too. I'll be down there myself in about half 
an hour. l'm on my way upstairs, first. Eric and Buck are going down to the post-office pickup station in that 
building way down the service path -the one with the loading bays. Eric ordered a replacement lens for the 
telescope, and | ordered Buck a new charging cord for his computer. Because voe left it out in the path, and of 
course, the ONE time in a week | spent more than ten minutes up there, | managed to trip over it and 


break it." 
Donald snorted. "Go figure. Great going -on both your part and Joe's." 


"Yeah, go figure and great going, alright. Put enough tension on the cord, it shorted out and only works if he 
has the cord bent the right way. He wanted to insist it worked fine and wasn't a big deal until it topped 
working entirely, but I'm owning my part in that turn of events." Allen pinched the bridge of his nose, fatigue 
and frustration creeping through his stoic exterior. "Both their parcels arrived in the thick of the afternoon 
monsoon; now that it's clear and they want to go get it, | might as well keep watch so they can. Joe wanted 
to talk about some of the classic novels we read, too, and | guess | might as well humor him so he knows l'm 


not holding it against him." 


"Well, l'm going down now. I'll see you there whenever you make it, if nobody else comes down and acts'th too 


questionable to withstand being there." 


When Donald got down to the common area, Reb, Jeff, Mick, and Don were coming in through the doors of the 


stairwell entry. 


Carrying lots of his guitar gear, Reb continued down the hall, presumably to put it away, and Mick and Don 
followed. The drummer still seemed uncharacteristically quiet for the descriptions of him, though he seemed 
less shamefaced than the few times Donald had spotted him before, suggesting that he still had his ongoing 
troubles with Jeff, but they were improving. 


Rather than following his bandmates, Jeff all but ran to greet John Lodge, who greeted him just as kindly. He 
looked to be sniffling once again, as the event had reinstated his illness, but his glazed-over eyes held a bit 
more light. 


"An easier time, as hoped?" 


Jeff nodded. "Still a mess, but there's the first sign of hope. Reb still hasn't seen me at my lowest -that's 


still on its way." 


"Give it time, mate, give it time," John murmured assurances. "After all, you already know from the past that 
while the difficulties are not over, it's all getting better from here. You'll be there for each other when it's 
time, and once it comes, it will be over with" 


"I think the anticipation is becoming worse than the event itself" Jeff shook his head. "Anything interesting 


happen while | was gone?" 


"Not much, for a mere two days," said John, smiling sadly as Donald recognized the omission of details he only 
wished he could tell, "but Mike went to Catawba with Eric and Allen, and | believe our newest resident had his 


first experience there." 


Why thanks for an invitation to the conversation, John, Donald thought, side-eyeing John back. He hadn't planned 


on necessarily talking, to his annoyance, but on the other side, there was a chance to gain information. 
Jeff perked up and turned to Donald. 


"You guys made it up to Catawba? Sweet! We always try to go up all together at some point in March. This 
year, it happened right before you arrived -like two days before, so you were probably in your event." 


"Probably," Donald ceded, deciding to play along in case Jeff mentioned anything helpful. “Though | strongly 
DOUBT I'd have felt like coming right after, if | had arrived" 


"That's fair -l get it, with some of the stuff that's been going on. And so you know, we wouldn't have made 
you come if you didn't want to, either," Jeff assured. "Justin Hayward usually likes to stay behind when he's 
here. And I'm glad if you were gonna go there, it happened at a better time. There's something about it, 


though. One time, some of us had an event at some place in Gettysburg, but | swear, it had to have been 
based off that place in Catawba. It was like you took that building and put it together with its mirror-image." 


Alright, thats something more to the significance of the place. Jeffs a bit exuberant for my likes, but he's a good, 
likable kid Harmless enough Respectable for what he does for Reb Beach No need to run, so far. 


"By chance'th, would that be the event Don told me about with the snowstorm?" Donald took care not to 
mention that Kip had talked about it, too -not even twenty-four hours prior. 


"It was" Jeff nodded. "Just a month-long event -short-lived, but for a time, all our troubles were muted, and 
we were just enjoying time together. And | think that's what going up to Catawba can do for us, sometimes. 
Its what it did for us this year after everything in February, anyway.’ 


"You know, Eric referred to it as running away from problems last night," said Donald, once again, omitting that 
Eric had rather hinted at it, and Kip had explicitly called it that. "I could see where he gets'th that sense, but 
would you call it that with everything you're saying?" 


"I get why he would, but not necessarily." Jeff sighed, squinting in thought. "I guess it wasn't actively solving 
things or helping us move forward on its own, but it was really nice to go up off the grid and be away from 
everything. It's almost the opposite of what's been going on -nof that it isn't getting better. But up there, 
you don't have deadlines and legal papers to deal with that we've been stressed over lately. The phone never 
stops ringing in this event, because it's always something with management or lawyers. There's no other way 


to put it -it was an ugly time for us." 
Yeah, sounds like a nightmare Ive lived before in some form. You have my sympathies for THAT much 


"Lapse itself gives us a break in some ways, but there's a lot that carries over -we're still amped up, Don still 
has the phone ringing even if he has the sound off, and nothing against this place, but sometimes it just 
doesn't have enough privacy for some of the stuff we have to work through. Up there in Catawba, our 


mobile phones don't have service, so there's no phone to ring.” 
Donald snorted. "Can't argue with that much." 


"Yeah, that in itself is huge. Then there's no distractions and it all comes down to the personal stuff. And 
with that, we can be in one place together, but we have the ability to make some space between us that we 
can't make in the studio while we work stuff out -go outside, walk the trails, sit on the porch, hang out in the 
lodge with all the different rooms we have access to -whatever you like. At the same time, it's not 
convenient for us to just drive away and go back here, so we can't run away from each other just to avoid 
being together. In a lot of ways, it's counter-intuitive, but I've really come to think that sometimes going off 
the grid for a short period of time just fixes things we can't otherwise." 


Jeff seemed to light up with ideas connecting. 


"That's it -and its really just the line between running away from your problems and piling them up, versus 
stepping away from them long enough to clear your head. If we come back stable and we're better off to deal 
with things, great. We usually only go up for three days at a time at the longest, and | don't think that's 


letting too much build up like if we were gone a week or longer." 


‘Interesting way of putting it -not my typical logic, but it makes sense'th," Donald agreed. "I can only speak for 
what I've seen after, but it's been getting better since?" 


"Not immediately, but | could call it at least part of the spark for everything improving lately. Some of it's 
that, some of it's the event itself and where it's going, now that its moving again. You know, I'm not sure how 
much it helps to have Mick still keeping his distance in Lapse at this point -and he's always been the type to 
run from problems. He tries to be around more often during it all, and he is around more often than he was, 
but | can't make him be someone he's not, and! respect that. At least, for that time, we were in a place 
where we were close to each other for a continuous amount of time, but there was enough space to get over 
the fear of being around each other -and it has started a trend of being together in our event being easier 


since February." 
Don Dokken reappeared at the top of the steps to the hallway. 


"Hey, Jeff, we might want to start rounding up stuff and getting it in order in case Mick's not here to help 
us." Don leaned against the rail, listlessly. "Might as well start, now, because | don't think we'll be looking 


forward to it any more in the coming days." 


"Oh, okay" Jeff stood up and began following Don out. “Thanks for everything, again, John" He turned briefly 
to point to Donald. 


"We're getting there -that's the most important thing, whether it started the chain of things getting better, 


or just built on it. If you ever want me to tell you more, just come find me; I'll be happy to." 


"Heard that." Donald sneaked the extra thought in his notes to show Allen later. So far, nothing wasn't outside 


the coverage of their summarized findings since April, but were good for additional proof. 


Already speculated the controller has been to Catawba before, and it makes sense it would be used to build the 
setting of an unprecedented event.. Now, to question if it hasnt functioned as some place of RETREAT to work 


solutions out uninhbited-a concept Ive been made no stranger to, both in the past, and as of late. 


Ten minutes in, Don slipped into his own corner of the common, having done his part of the work. He regarded 
Donald with a respectful nod, but didn't push for any response -as usual, allowing Donald to come to him if he 


chose. 


He got a grand total of seven minutes more, before he heard the sound of chaos break out in the hallway 
from the roundabout. None of the voices belonged to any of Don's bandmates; however, all of them were 


familiar, and the loudest was distinctive enough that Donald recognized it immediately." 


"You guys aren't going out there tonight; hell, no. And if you do, its on YOU. We JUST got back, all of you are 
ALREADY hurt in some form, and when one of you knuckle-headed hooligans make it worse, I'm NOT cleaning it 
up!" 


Donald was already on his feet and standing by the exit by the time the smaller keyboardist in the newsboy 
hat emerged around the bend of the hallway for him to stare daggers at. When he began to descend the 
steps, he firmly pointed toward the door separating the common area from the exit stairwell as his eyebrows 


knit together. 
Now 


Neal heard his silent command plenty clear, and with a toss of his hands, made his way through the door, and 


stopped in the space between the inner and exterior doors. 


"What was THAT delay all about?" Donald looked quite perturbed as he came through the door behind him. 
"Not to say l'm pissed off with YOU in particular, but you've missed a lot, and if anyone's gonna relay it to 
you, I'll repeat some, but I'm not repeating ALL” 


"Well, on that second point, I'm pretty sure Allen could tell me or show me notes from whatever John Lodge 


and Ray didn't see happening, and | know they're happy to tell what they do." 


"Good thing you have a minimal plan in order for that. Just be ready, because Allen's had to start another 
volume in the evidence collection, and one vantage point we went after ended up having its own smaller one." 


Donald finally leaned back on the lifeless radiator next to Neal. "So, the first point?" 


"There's likely more to it than what | have control over," Neal ceded, "but as for why I've been absent for a 
few days, my guys discovered where they can play basketball out here in this country town, so | guess they 
can carry on with what they've had going on at the studio in this event when we're not in recording. We were 


there, and next thing we knew, we were on the court outside our studio in California. And Bruce." 


Neal trailed off, looked over his shoulder toward the common room door, and shouted with great emphasis, as 
if letting his bandmate inside know that he was in fact talking about him to someone else out of his sight, and 


that he had no apology whatsoever to make for it, nor any intention to be discreet. 


" BRUCE.. fell and tore up a tendon in his leg. GARY slammed a ball into Kevin's hand and broke his fingers, 
after he slammed his own elbow into the pavement and broke it. And ALAN is a genius enough to somehow 
figure out how to poke himself in the eye, WITH HIS OWN THUMB, no less -to just say HALF of the ways 


they've managed to incapacitate themselves." 


"Well, one of my drummers'th from way back when drowned himself in his own POOL, so | can let Gratzer off 


the hook fairly easy with that one. Even if that IS pretty embarrassing for him" Donald smirked, betraying 


sinister amusement toward Alan's misfortune after a moment of silence as they walked through the exterior 


door to continue their conversation in privacy from whoever was lurking in the common area. 


"Since Gratz was the most stable of us before this split, I'd better HOPE he doesn't go that far here." Neal 
rolled his eyes up to the sky. "The rest of us are gonna be in for some real deep shit if he does Don't be 
surprised if | get pulled away intermittently while they're in the ER, either. | don't play basketball, so half the 


time | end up being the ambulance driver." 


"Shit, dude, you seem more high strung than | remember, and judging by the little you've told me, whatever 
you just came from doesn't strike me as anything fun. Feelin’ alright?" 


Neal snorted. "I'm not feeling too good myself" he quipped back. "I think | mentioned what was going on around 


‘BI to you, and | don't think | have to say anything more. At least | hope, ‘cause I'd rather not" 
"No, and duly noted," Donald ceded. 


"Well, thanks for that much -since | probably don't deserve more. At least l'm not feeling any degree of 
physical pain from what we've gotten ourselves into now. Usually I'd rather tough that out than be stuck with 
what's in my head, but considering what's going down here this week, I'll count myself lucky.’ 


Donald raised his eyebrows and nodded concedingly. "I'd say. That'll likely make this MOVING thing good and 


interesting." 


"Yeah, it sure will -given lm the smallest of us, and I'm not afraid to admit that when l'm also the oldest and 


might as well be the only adult -fo a point. OF course, that's if lim HERE for it” 
"Yeah, and that's a BIG ‘IF, too. YOU have an immaculate abilty to just DISAPPEAR." 


Neal snorted. "No kidding -even within this event now, having to go on that hiatus of sorts. And now | can tell 
I'm giving you ideas to ask me -and you might as well, because it's not gonna make much difference at this 
point. | already get interrogated enough by Tommy these days over my problems -and what my band of 


hooligans get themselves into." 


"Aw, GREAT," sneered Donald, exasperation taking over. "And there's'th another name that I'll be damned if - 
oh, for pity's sake! Alright, WHO is Tommy? Because | might let you hold off on some if | decide l'm feeling 
nice enough tonight, but you're not getting off the hook on THAT.” 


Neal raised his eyebrows and closed his eyes at the same time. 


"There's more to this question, | can tell. Its probably gonna be something | find out when | catch up to 
everything you guys have been through," he muttered, almost as if daring someone to correct him, while 
ultimately knowing he wouldn't be, along with the answer. "Tommy was our tour manager in the 80s. He 


oversaw certain parts of our recording process, too. Ironically, he was there to keep us out of trouble, yet 


half the time, he joined us in the very activities that often got us IN trouble. Or SOME of us, anyway. l'd say 
he was closer with us than a lot of bands. Most probably know him as Tom Consolo, and probably call him 
‘Tom’ instead." 


‘Oh.. WELL" Even briefly lost on words just long enough to let the stunned expression show for a fraction of 
a second, Donald sprung a sinister grin in spite of himself. "You don't SAY." 


"Oh boy, I've said it now" Neal played along. "And what about it?" 


"So you haven't said UNTIL now, you've worked with Tom Consolo, and probably Irving Azoff, too. That's 


interesting So have I 


"The former more than the latter in the 80s, though we were plenty close to Irving Azoff in the early days," 
Neal confessed. "We were the first band he worked with when he was at the start of his career with an 
unknown name, and our own name wasn't familiar to many ears outside of bars and colleges in Illinois. So 
you've worked with them, too -that IS interesting. Though, fumy enough, you say that like it could have 


something in connection to how this Split world works." 


"Funny ENOUGH, Kip and | just had a discussion along those lines last night | would tell you now, but you know 
what? Maybe | should just make note of it and wait until you start catching up to everything else." 


"So instead of just revealing one of what's liable to be a thousand parts of what I've missed, so | can see what 


you're getting at, you're just gonna hold a grudge -and hold that detail from me." 


"Damn right | will," said Donald, matter of factly. "I can see how close you come to guessing it for yourself 


before you read it, too. Itll probably be interesting to see how fast you catch on, given YOUR track record" 


"Very well, | guess that's fair enough" Neal led them back inside to the stairwell and leaned against the rail. 
"Guess I'll get on it tonight. You're only gonna find more ways to hold me in suspense to make sure | catch 


up to everything until | do, anyway." 


"LIKE | said, you catch on QUICK without being told much," quipped Donald. "I still play fair, so while | won't fill 
you in beyond the written accounts of ALL those conversations we've had, | did more of the direct talking with 
Kip Winger last night, and Mike was in on it, so I'd say l'm better to fill you in there. I'll volunteer myself for 
that much after you've done your part. That'll be a long night in the hideout on its own Lanier'll have to tell 
you about Reb Beach. With the event and mindset you're in, | suppose I'll be gracious enough to send my best 
wishes'th he doesn't completely depress you. And then | guess we'll decide who'll cover Ritchie Blackmore and 
who'll tell about Jon Lord and lan Paice." 


"Sure," said Neal, tossing his hands up as though he had little choice anyway. "And while I'm at it, let me make 
another hypothesis: Kip left, and Reb, Don, and Jeff arrived back ten minutes before | got back from the 
CAGE!" 


He spat out the colloquial name for the fenced-in parking lot as if to curse it for being so far away. 
Donald raised his eyebrows as he took a sidelong glance toward the clock on the common area wall. 


"You're not far off. Seventeen Which I've heard is quite the coincidence'th for Kip. You were probably 


choosing a parking space when he left, and on-foot when the others came back" 
"DAMN this event!" Neal growled with mock-emphasis. 


"| guess'th you're further on your way to getting the hang of this place than before you left Lapse and went 


at-large." 


"Same could be said for you!" Neal shook his head and opened the door to the common area, ready to face 


what awaited him. 
They came inside to find Albert Bouchard sitting on the set of steps coming down from the hall, feet splayed 
out in front of him, cradling a laundry tote in his arms, cheeks ablaze in pink, and laughing his head off. His 


eyes were reddened with tears of mirth. 


Over on the couch, Don Dokken looked on at him with a tired half-grin, shaking his head, obviously having 
already confirmed that Albert was okay. 


Neal looked at him incredulously. "Did you falk" 


"Or ‘sit down hard' as we seem to call it so often here?" asked Don Dokken, subtly nodding and giving way to a 
low chuckle as he continued to watch Albert, who could barely manage coherent speech. 


"Yeah-hah, | did! Ohh, the edge of the step dug into my back, so bad. Ugh-huh! That's gonna hurt in the 
morning pretty bad.. Ugghhhh.. Stupid sh-shoulder strap!" 


The object of scorn was looped around the bottom of his right shoe, having caught under his foot and landed 
him in his undignified position 


If you can hurt yourself and laugh at it, usually, you're okay," offered Don "Unless you're losing your mind. 
And as far as | can see." He fixed Albert with another sidelong look, in spite of the still faintly amused smirk. 


"Yeah, no wonder it's always chaos in the studio for me," Neal snarked. "My guys manage to laugh over 


hurting themselves all the time." 
Donald motioned to Albert, looked to Neal, and shrugged. "Even better if he throws his back out too, y'know?" 


"Join the club." Neal tossed his head up. "Here, | wouldn't be surprised at all." 


"| get the strangest sense our controller calls it ‘riding the struggle bus’," Don added, tone darkenining. "Except 
| swear l'm driving it sometimes, and it doesn't ever go back to the garage for the night." 


It must be a pretty big charter bus," Albert cracked, picking himself up and turning into the laundry room, 


"since it doesn't run on a city bus schedule, and it doesn't seem to have any shortage of seats!" 


"We're in for a fun ride then," Neal resolved "Though, that won't be half as big a ride as we'll be having 
across this state at the end of the week. We've all been on longer rides, but caravanning all our vehicles is 
gonna be fun too." 


‘| still have lots of questions about this move as a freshman to this split world, but | can tell you, YOU are in 
for a fun ride starting tonight," warned Donald. 


"Yeah, yeah, you've already told me twice in the not-quite twenty minutes I've been back here. l'm in trouble, 


aren't |?" 
"YES, you ARE!" 


"You are, INDEED," said Allen, emerging around the end of the roundabout at the top of the steps, before 
giving way to a snaggle-tooth grin, having visibly recovered from his night of hard, mental labor. "But, first 
and foremost, it's good to see you again, and fortunately enough, we've got a couple of days before the mad 


dash begins for you to catch up on all your homework and get out of trouble!" 


"Well," said Neal, starting up the steps with Donald, "lets get on with it. Good trouble doesn't like to be kept 


waiting." 
"So glad that you're here again" 


"Glad to be back while | can be -before | disappear AGAIN!" 
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Neal stormed into the hideout, a garbage bag half-filled with laundry and a pair of shoes in one hand, and his 
suitcase in the other. He pushed the door before he had the handle pulled all the way, rattling it open loud 
enough to make both Donald and Allen flinch, before they saw the ridiculous spectacle it took for Neal to fit 
through the narrow passage with everything in hand, without catching the frame or the furniture immediately 
on the other side. 


"Whoa," said Allen, mostly in a teasing tone, but also serious in his delivery as he pulled the piano bench in 
toward the instrument to make some space. "You're not about to disappear on us again this soon -we're past 
noon now. Less than twenty-four hours to takeoff." 

"No, | just pulled all my non-essential stuff | can pack up now in here to organize it, because Kevin's gonna 
drive me CRAZY" Neal unceremoniously dumped all his stuff across the table before the window. "IF he keeps 
going the way he has been since last night, I'm not putting up with it when | have options." 

Donald snorted. "With the way he's been going since we started staging things'th, l'm amazed he hasn't already." 
"Gee, Neal. I've got a question" Allen clasped his hands mischievously, grinning so that his crooked teeth poked 
through his lips like fangs. "How long is it gonna take for him and the rest of your guys to get on your nerves 
on the ride tomorrow?" 


"Before we leave the parking lot," Neal deadpanned. 


Donald snorted again, this time forming a more exaggerated smirk in lieu of comment. 


Allen shrugged, expression having turned back to its blank, resting state. "Well, you have my sympathies. I'd 
offer to swap, but | don't think you'd be any happier in the van with Eric judging by that response and 
depending on the day." 


‘lm pretty sure for all the ordering he does, Eric rambles less about it. But you might be right." Neal began 
pulling the clothes out of the garbage bag, presumably what had made it through the load of laundry he'd 
done earlier with Bruce, and put them in the suitcase as he folded them. Beneath the pile he made, he had 
cables from his keyboard safely stowed where they wouldn't get pinched or broken by any shifting items in 
their truck 


Donald frowned, looking to Neal, to his suitcase, to the piano, to Allen, where the notebooks of evidence lay 
stacked in the windowsill, and back to Neal. 


What he'd found out about the moving process over the last couple of days, after catching Neal up to 
everything he'd missed was helpful knowledge, indeed. But it had stood in the way of far more interesting 
Topics, and once again alone altogether, opportunity was so hard to pass up, even in the face of their final 


hours in this country town for at least the next three months. 


Allen noticed, and looked at him, somewhat amused, but also interlocking his fingers in a loose clasp of 


anticipation. 
"Do you have a question?" 


"Tons," retorted Donald. And you ASKED, so now youre gonna GET it. "How'd we end up coming together? The 
three of us? | know some around here believe in certain strokes'th of fate, and | wouldn't say its not part of 
it with the way this endeavor has gone, but there HAS to be more to it than that. And even if it has to do 
with whoever's controlling all this, what would be the reason for putting the three of us here together? Let's 
discuss'th it in terms of what Kip Winger knows. What connections did we already have before this that we 


don't know about. What do we have in common?" 


"We're all too snarky for our own good." Neal tossed his hands up and let them fall back down to smack the 
table top as he went deadpan again. 


"Hardest one to figure out," Donald sneered, just to make his point, before matching the sinister grin that had 


crept onto Neal's face. 


‘Oh, SURE. And then you two figured out you had connections from working with Tom Consolo," added Allen, 
“though | can't say the same for myself on that." 


"Well, | can say this from my current event and where it's going for me," Neal muttered, once again turning 
dour-faced. "At one point in time, we all had a shitty period we don't like to talk about much where we were 


mentally fucked up." 


‘It's not mutually exclusive to the three of us, but | could see that," Donald ceded. "Of less obvious reasons, 


anyway." 


"More in how we respond to it, I'd think," Allen proposed. "You remember -you can tell a lot about someone 
from how they deal with being vulnerable. | saw a lot of that at war before | had my own response, but the 
same goes here even in lack of true danger. Well, unless you count the small, random fires we tend to have as 


a danger." 
Neal chuckled at the welcome comic relief Allen sneaked in. 


"But, that's not to say that certain unpleasant situations can't cause just as much agony -perhaps you could 


argue more dependent on what the situation entails for each person involved." 


"IFs like the point we just made the other night with Reb Beach. He's going through a shitty time, but his 
reaction is vastly different than what we experienced." Donald tossed his hands up and snorted. "And honestly, | 
can't say which way is worse'th to deal with." 


Neal strode over, flicked on the electric piano, and cranked the tone knobs to a balance that almost achieved 
the sound of an electric Wurlitzer. He bounced his hand across the chords of Supertramp's "Hide In Your Shell," 
looking up to Allen, saying everything without a word. 


"Yeah, WE kind of have that sort of reaction across the three of us, and at least you two started with helping 
each other," Allen mused. "Before we all started trying to help everyone gain some control. At least if they 


want it -or will hear it from a stranger. Nice reference by the way, Neal." 


"There has to be more to it than THAT,” said Donald flatly. "Let's go for another reference from the same 


source. Neal, didn't you say you met Alan Gratzer in college?" 


"Yeah, | guess School had to do with you and | forming the earliest beginnings of our main musical endeavors,” 
realized Neal. "And rumor at least made it sound like the same was true for you, Allen, though | understand 


there was some misconception to that." 


"Yeah, none of us actually went to Stony Brook. | did some film school, but not there. We just did a lot of gigs 
in the establishments that were popular with their students, so naturally, we became popular with them, too. | 
can't count how many fraternity parties we must have been called to play at -and we just took any gig we 
could get to stay alive those days. Maybe they all thought we were students who showed up for the party 
and never went to class." Allen turned his palms up. "Though | can't talk down on certain misinformation spread 


but so much. It DID get us on the map." 
"We started in New York. THERE is something you and | have that Neal does NOT so far," Donald mused. 


"Yeah, so far, the two of you have the most in common," Allen noted. "But that is a good point to segue into 
from school locations. And you started out playing Jazz clubs -Neal, how'd you start out with Alan in terms of 


early gigs?" 


"We found each other, went home for a break, and we came back having learned all The Doors' catalogue by 
ear and were playing that at some bars -and we played our mass share of fraternity parties, too. You see, it 
was hard to get ahold of their albums, because it sometimes took a couple of years for albums to reach the 


Midwest, so if you could copy it and do it justice, everyone was happy to listen" 


"That's pretty interesting. We've played covers of The Doors, too -and had Robbie and Ray join us a few times 
as guests." Allen smirked. "Take that for what you will" 


"| wouldn't overlook it," decided Neal. 
"Neither would |," Donald agreed. "So that's something YOU two have that | don't." 


"Allen and | have The Doors and fraternity party gigs, you and | met our bandmate or writing partner through 
school and have worked with Azoff Music and Tom Consolo, you and Allen started out in New York clubs, and 
we all have significant similarities in personality." Neal counted on his fingers as he reiterated, as if checking to 


make sure he hadn't missed something. "What else?" 


"On the topic of early beginnings and schools'th, did anyone have a bizarre experience related to school, or the 
school they had connections with? | don't exactly feel like telling the story of mine for the millionth time, but 
I'd HOPE you two would get where l'm taking this." 


"lm familiar with it," assured Neal. "I know the gist." 


| heard about that incident in the news way back when. Andy was reading it and on one of his rants -God, he 
could be a pill to live with. Always trying to start arguments just for the heck of it. And I'm not talking 
intellectual debate -just pointless verbal brawls. Like a cat hissing just because he could We had twenty seven 


stray cats in and out of that old house, and | don't think any of them were as bad as Andy." 
"Wow." Neal gave a short chuckle. "You make Albert sound EASY for all his antics." 


"Without question, if | had to deal with one of them at every given moment, I'd take Albert in a heartbeat, 
even at his worst" Allen shook his head and scrubbed his fingers over his face. "Anyway, now that you 
mention it, it wasn't something any of us were directly involved in, but there was an incident with some other 
kids from Stony Brook we ended up writing about, too. They drove out West to do a drug deal, and it turned 
out they'd made it with the wrong guys. The deal went bad and three of the kids were shot in cold blood, and 
two died. One lived to go through the trial process to get the two crooks caught and arrested, but it was a 
bizarre new headline. Higher middle class kids those days were less likely to get into the big deals like that, but 
it goes to show the best kids can go bad when they mix up with the wrong people. Regardless of who they 
were as people, it shouldn't have happened. As I'm sure you all felt the same way in terms of casual drug 


users not caught up in the trade getting snatched up in that sting." 


"Gary and Mike had plenty of opinions on stuff like that in their lyrics," Neal added. "Sure, the kids just getting 
up to harmless trouble get caught, but the true bad guys get away until there's bloodshed -and even at that, 
there's a chance they might not get caught." 


‘Sadly, the way the world turned then, and often still does." Allen looked at the keyboard and squinted. "Come to 
think of it, there may be one section of that song that sounds similar to another song you had on the topic -l 


believe on the same album, too." 
Donald thought for a minute, then smirked. 


"That's funny, because while it wasn't him, if | didn't know any better, I'd have to wonder if old Lonnie did get 
himself caught up in that deal. He'd be the one crazy enough to do it after everything else'th. Alright then, 


how does yours go?" 


Adapting in the lead guitar opening, Allen set the tone, playing over the first part of the verse of "Then Came 
the Last Days of May", wandering about the tune just as the car carrying the students to their bloody end 
had wandered down the endless, desert roads in the final hours. A slight lift in tone with a sudden crescendo 
just as soon backed away, leaving a timid and barely audible down a bluesy descent in between the intended 
lyrical melody. Then, the first section of the verse completed, and the instrumental tune resolved and picked up 


tempo across a vaguely familiar chord progression. 


This part was clearly intended to be on the piano, and while not exact, and played at a faster beat, Donald could 
hear the similarity to the returning phase coming out of the guitar solo of "The Boston Rag", amidst moving 
pictures fading into each other of the different scenes the car may have traveled across. It was telling of the 


hidden feeling he'd come to know in Allen over the previous couple of weeks. 


"| hear it. On mine, we have it between a modified A minor and B minor chord, not really major or minor, but 
sounds more like the latter in context. We loved pulling that trick -making our own chords'th. Yours goes 
between an A minor and an inverted and modified D Major. That's less blues and more classic influence with a 
major chord -still within what you could consider a basic blues progression But we did have relative major and 
minor basis for the latter chords, so you can say there's a resemblance if you're really listening for it. Has a 
similar swing, but it's different enough in exact rhythm that you lose the blues feeling at your tempo in that 
section. For as much as you had before that." 


"That's the prog influence," said Allen. "In hindsight, it's a tease. We could have taken off with it and had it 
start sounding like an entirely different song there, but we didn't -unless you want to count the extended live 
guitar solos. Saved it for other tracks we did later on, and we eventually tried the concept thing with songs 
flowing together -which I'd venture to say worked out better on Secret Treaties than with Tyranny and 
Mutation |f that explains how everyone in my camp got close to The Moodies here. Now, | could mention from 
one of those quasi-concept albums, I've got another song with a similar progression to ‘Black Friday’, but then 
the same goes for Deep Purple with ‘Black Night if you just wanted to compare every chord progression we 


all have in common" 


"The chorus of ‘Ridin the Storm Out and ‘Burnin for You'," added Neal. "But then, | think we're ALL technically 
related if we look at it from the A minor-G Major-F Major progression. That might just be one of rock and 


roll's favorite chord sequences." 


"And THAT is the catch here." Donald pointed, jolting his extended index finger through the air toward Neal in 
agreement. "| have noticed the similarity with Ritchie's song before, and | have great respect for it, as I've 


mentioned a night or two. But there's no true connection between Steely Dan and Deep Purple." 


"Well, I'd sooner believe that if similarity in sound is telling of anything, it has to go beyond progression and 
style." Allen leaned over Neal to turn the knobs of the electric piano's effect settings once again. "If there isn't 
a similar theme lyrically, like the first examples, there's probably got to be at least some significant riff in 
common -one that more or less defines the song itself, and perhaps instrumentation as well. And that still isn't 
foolproof. To take your example, Neal, I'd classify the verse riff of ‘Ridin the Storm Out as far more 
recognizable to the song, yet only a couple of years prior, The Moody Blues used a faster version of the same 
riff to open ‘The Story In Your Eyes. Unless you've a connection | don't know about, there's only the difference 
of mellotron and Moog synthesizer to really set the two apart stylistically." 


"No. | think the only connection | have to Mike only came after we were here, for reaching out to him first. 
And their version of that riff with that faster rhythm went on to inspire what apparently is a very common 
riff in metal music." Neal shrugged. "Don and Ritchie might know more about that. I'd say ask Reb, too, 
especially with how much John Lodge looks after him these days, but | don't know if that would involve songs 
by bands that were problematic in his own band's history. Now wouldn't be the time to bring those up." 


"Yeah, for everyone's sanity and safety," Donald sneered. "Right now it's fucking crazy enough in the hallway 
WITHOUT having him amped up on that -and you know Ritchie will pick up on it and get moody for his own 
reasons'‘th." 

"Hence my point -we've got enough people amped up already -myself included” 

"Reasons to have caution," Allen chimed in. "As for anything else like-sounding, what were you thinking, Neal?" 

"| do actually have something | think is significant between us. First, let's go back to The Doors. Our first two 
REO Speedwagon albums had the most influence from them -probably more on the second. You're familiar with 


it; l'd be curious to know if anything there rings a bell to you." 


Allen gazed up, fingers loosely interlocked in thought, murmuring softly for only a moment as he pondered the 
options, before lighting up. 


"Oh, YES," he exclaimed, "and I'd reckon beyond just progression and key -with an older one of yours that still 
does fairly well, and a fan favorite of ours. Actually, two." 


"I think | know what it is," Neal realized, but Allen made his own move on the keyboard before he could go 


further. 


"Golden Country, your face is so red," he sang softly, tracing Neal's own notes with a more legato, classical 
articulation than the more jazz-aligned style Neal had taken to his, but indeed, still achieving the same, overall 
acid-rock sound, like that of ‘Riders On The Storm’. Then, effortlessly, he somehow transitioned from Neal's 
pattern into his own, subtle, chilling soft notes beneath the opening and verse of ‘Astronomy’. 


"Yeah, you could say that we BOTH went for that sound on those," Neal understated, quirking an eyebrow as 
Allen returned to his rather-well mimic of his own tune, but then, in building up to the chorus of ‘Golden 
Country’, went into the chorus of ‘Flaming Telepaths', which had chord variations that leaned more toward 


minor than Neal's dissonant, G Major chords he'd resolved to at the height of the song that had been in the 


same minor key of E. 


"Is it any wonder that my mind's on fire, imprisoned by the thoughts of what to do?" Allen used the ascending 
chords breaking up the chorus of his own band's song to transition smoothly to Neal's version with the 


brighter chords. 
"The time has come, to you, my friend, to all of this ugliness, we must put an end." 


"Before we leave, we must make a stand," Neal continued in his talk-like singing voice, just before Allen built 
the tension and stopped it abruptly, then smoothly transitioned back to the subdued verse. This time, into the 
verse of ‘Flaming Telepaths' rather than ‘Astronomy’, before stopping short on a chord. 


‘Its the same concept taken your own ways. Yours is more complex, and trained in style." Donald pointed to 
Allen, noting the classical training behind Allen's sound, then pointed to Neal, whose style was telling of his self- 
trained background. "Yours is unkempt, but has the natural feeling to make it work -almost to the level of 


founding jazz players." 


"You could say there were some similar licks, in their own styles, between Gary and Buck on those, too," 


proposed Allen, "but I'm not translating those." 
"| wouldn't doubt it," said Neal, matter-of-factly, reaching over to play the verse of ‘Golden Country’ in his 
own style for comparison. "The key and progression makes it easy enough. You can say the lyrics are 


connected in the overarching topics they fall under -world problems and such." 


"If nothing else, we both had our points where we were attempting to channel Ray Manzarek" Allen folded his 


hands together and sat back. "In that instance, I'd say we were successful." 
Neal briefly held his chin up in shared triumph. 


"So, then" Allen grinned as he looked between Donald and Neal. "That leaves the two of you. You still have more 


connection in background and playing styles -l'm sure there's something you have with uncanny resemblance." 


"As far as | know about his earlier material, before you get to the BOs and lose me ENTIRELY, I'm not aware 
of anything that sounds'th spot on like my own. Maybe some of our casual friends of the day. Not that it 
doesn't sound decent enough -possibly worthy of being called better than that" 


Neal raised his eyebrows. "I'm oddly flattered, but | mean, you could MAYBE say some of our material from 
our time with Mike Murphy has some aspects that give a vibe of Steely Dan, Chicago, and the Doobie 
Brothers. The closest sounding stuff would be from our This Time We Mean It album, which was pretty much 
forgotten but all except the craziest of fans, but there's nothing that directly connects to another. 
HOWEVER..." 


Neal paused for emphasis, grabbing both Allen and Donald's attention. 
‘Is gonna be something I'd be less likely to suspect, if I've even heard it off chance'th, isn't it?" 


Neither needed to give or take an answer. If there was any doubt to Donald's newfound ability to read Neal like 
a book before he'd gone missing with his bandmates again, the days they'd spent catching up together since his 
return had obliterated it. 


"There IS one other, | didn't realize at the time, that has a riff in common. It actually came a bit later, in the 
mid-10s when Kevin first rejoined us -oddly enough when we were sounding less like bands some might try to 
compare to you, and more like ‘Mr. Acoustic’ Fogelberg from the other end of our hometown, and his buddies 


in The Eagles." 
Donald snorted at Neal's nickname for REO's early rival. 
"You know, we had a moment where we traded some lyrical references with The Eagles." 


"Yes, | do -and | guess through competing with their friend in our local gigs during our early start, maybe you 
could say we're connected through them." Neal shrugged. "Again, depends on how far you want to stretch it. 
But anyway, | was playing chords along to what Kevin wrote on rhythm guitar and added some articulation in - 
but by the time you add the string orchestra on the end and the synthesizer on the chorus, ours had more 
of a folk vibe, and I'd stand to say yours almost had a gospel vibe on the chorus instead. 


"One of our earliest albums'th?" 

Neal nodded. 

"Probably one l'm less proud of in hindsight, then. In that case, | doubt I'll see any foul in your different take, 
even if the keyboard line was nearly identical. Since you're supposedly talented at exact copies on ear, I'd say 


hearing this ought to be interesting." 


"Kevin comes up with so many simple rhythm lines, it'd be hard to know if he found a similar motif on his own, 


actually had your tune in mind, or copied something else that also has a resemblance." 


Sliding in at the piano, Neal started a demonstration of the song off, first translating the guitar to piano with 
an abrupt attention-grabbing clash of chords jumping from G Major to A minor, then from C Major to D 
Major, backing down across C Major, B minor, back to G to repeat. An upper, high A minor chord joined, 
accenting the eighth notes as the intro built up. 


“Simple blues progression," Donald and Allen noted in unison. 


Then, with a slowed down, accented descent on the last repeat of the intro riff, Neal changed rhythms, and in 
his shift from the pickup from G Major to A minor that would play beneath the sung verse, took on the exact 
same rhythm -and exact same sound as the intro riff of "Kings". 


Donald raised an eyebrow. Alright, | HEAR it. Lets see where YOU take it. Depending | might just like it better, 
when it's not one of MY proudest past efforts 


Rather than keeping the pattern on the same chords, as Donald had done in his own intro version, Neal shifted 
the riff up to the C and D Major, picking up the same notes from the intro, and creating a variation, with a 


gallop down the notes of the scale each time he returned to the original chords. 
Not how | might have done it if | were to do it again, but NCE. 


Though his voice had a talk-like timber, and lacked energy, Neal sang the last notes of the verse ending, where 
the biggest variation hit. Rather than ascending the full scale in segments of four as Donald had beneath his 
own verse, Neal galloped once again -this time about a syncopated arpeggio, crossing wrists over one another 


with passionate bounces off the keys with his fingers. 
"| can understand that Im not the only one, but | Believe Our Time ls Gonna Come." 


He then crawled his left hand down a quick descent that was certainly intended to be played on the bass 


instead, and struck an A minor chord to resolve without continuing. 


"We also shift up into major for the chorus," Neal mentioned, demonstrating the pattern and rhythm of those 
chords at a more hurried tempo, just for the sake of demonstrating the idea. "Standard C, G, D chord trick." 


"Notes are INDEED similar, and maybe you could connect the lyrics, if you REALLY wanted to stretch what's 
between the lines. You went less complicated with the arpeggio, and more complicated with the chord variance." 
Donald smirked, one that was less ill-spirited and more friendly. "Not entirely in line with my style, but | can 
dig it" 


"Like everything else, right?" Neal tossed his hands up and slapped them back down at his knees with a curt 
chuckle. Allen joined him with his own, gruff laugh. 


"Which just leaves'th the question of how significant all of these truly are." Donald leaned against the piano 
with one hand, raising his other, upturned palm out at his side. A stance they all seemed to have in common in 


their debates, he had realized, if each in their own, certain way. 


"Subjective again. Probably another debate for another day as we go through all this," Allen proposed, "perhaps 


with even more evidence coming." 


"But for now, let's face what we DO know." Neal slapped his suitcase closed and latched it, then slapped his 
hands down on top of it, before pointing between the three of them. "We've got a LOT more in common than 


we ever had in mind when we first started with all this." 


Donald nodded, an almost-playful point of his own in Neal's direction. "Can't argue with that" 


Bruce and Alan held open the doors leading out to the balmy, late-twilight as Albert and Joe came down the 
hall with the lengthy guitar rack for their van in-tow. Buck walked alongside them, spotting for obstacles and 
coaching Joe down the short set of steps passing into the common area, as he was on the leading end and 


walking backwards. 
"Look out, guys," warned Buck as they came through. 
"Choo-choo!" sang Bruce. 


"Hey, it is kind of like guiding a train," Buck decided, looking down toward the awkward, small steps Joe and 
Albert had to take while guiding the long object. 


"Twelve-seven-seven, express to heaven.!' Joe started singing, and Albert grinned, trying to match his steps to 
the rhythm of the song without causing a ‘derailment’ of their coordinated motion. They were both singing by 
the time they got through the doors and Alan and Bruce were able to close them. 


‘Oh, look at that, they're actually getting along tonight,” noted Allen, looking to Eric, who stood next to him over 


one of the common-area tables. "Isn't that nice?" 
"Might just be the highlight of my week," offered Eric, with a hint of a rare smile. 


Between the two of them, standing over the chaotic table of packing and inventory lists, routing plans, and 
tracks of who was to ride in each vehicle, they looked like two proud parents. 


"You guys sure have a fun time ragging on that sibling rivalry of theirs," Donald remarked, as mischievously 
as he'd dared to be beyond the reaches of the hideout. "I never had a chance to experience one in any of my 
session lineups, so l'm not quite sure how I'd handle it. I'm sure my partner and | would come up with 
something, but in lack of having a reason to think of better ideas'th, | approve." 


The pride only seemed to glow brighter in Allen's eyes as he snickered quietly, thinking of Neal's instrumental, 
song allusion. He really has come out of his shell and gotten back on the road -before were all on the road. 


"I think they know. The only time they truly hated each other was right when Albert left the band. All the 
other times they were just playing for the heck of it. Probably put on a show for our amusement -being 
driven crazy at times is the price we pay for the fun of making jokes over it," said Eric. "And luckily, the 
fallout of that was barely a month of our time together -however much of it you want to count once we 


started making changes." 


| wouldn't say haf" warned Allen. "There's a good chance we could see that part of 198l, and | fear it just as 
much as Gary Richrath fears reliving a certain part of 1989, especially hearing of what some of our friends in 
other bands have experienced in their time here." 


"Enough of that. I'm all for it -conspiracies and speculative discussion -and you know | am, but we've got 
something coming up sooner we need to deal with first. We're not rolling out tomorrow until we have our 
ducks in a row, but we HAVE to be out by 10:00." Eric turned around and pointed to Donald. "So you're one of 
the few we still don't know who you're going with. Push comes to shove, we'll take you with us, but you make 
sure you come to me in the morning, and we'll figure out who you're riding with. Between everyone in charge 


of this, we might come up with some options for you." 


"So that | end up having some choice in a matter | ultimately don't have a choice in. | appreciate the 


consideration.” 
Eric snorted. "We're all sure trying hard with that here, too, aren't we?" 


"lm getting tired of moving," Reb complained, popping out of the stairwell. He'd been pacing laps around the 
building between his last-minute laundry and packing for the last four hours. The only times he'd stopped his 
anxious motion was to eat and take a shower. 


"TOUGH," hollered Paicey, rather emphatically, if also clearly joking by a playful grin of his own. "It's already 


been said; you don't get a choice in the matter -nobody does! 


At the other table in the common area, behind Eric and Allen, he was working with Alan Gratzer, sketching out 
the plan of strategically moving vehicles in and out of the thirty-minute loading parking lot across the street, 
so that they didn't have to walk a mile out to the cage with the heaviest of items in the morning. That 
entailed knowing what was expected to go in each vehicle, who would be walking out to retrieve each vehicle, 
and walking from putting it back when the time limit was up, as well as what times those people needed to be 
ready to go in shifts, so not to take up all the spaces in the tiny, temporary lot. 


"You do at least get a choice in when you and Jeff want to bring your car up to load it," Alan tried. "You 
wanna take a later shift so you can sleep a little later? Maybe that'll take the edge off" 


‘Oh, its not gonna take the edge off anything, but I'll always take up an offer to sleep as late as possible!" 


"We can arrange that. Take it easy; it's cool” Eric held his hands up, poised to try to work Reb down, but Alan, 
who was probably better-suited for most of the task, beat him to it. 


"Reb, what's wrong, man? | know the past few months haven't been easy, and you've been wired all day" 


"No, that's actually getting better. And | get it that everyone else has to do it too -l already have to do it in 
May and August like everyone else. Every year, since | got here in late 20l6! But it's even more for me this 
year -I've had to do this twice as many times as you guys. Because in August, not only was | moving back in 
here, | was moving in an event too. And | was sick And if you think | had it hard, Kip was on crutches with his 
knee in a brace! And then | had to move at the start of this sucky event I'm stuck in back in January, on my 
own -| guess Paul was with me, but, not through the process. It gets old” 


"Well, that is fair. You've had to do it twice as often this year as we have," Paicey ceded. "If its annoying for 


most of us, we would probably have had it with moving, to be in your place." 


Alan raised his eyebrows. "That does suck, but look at it this way. At least you're used to it enough to know 
what to expect by this point" 


‘Ohhh-hohh, no!" Reb pointed up to the ceiling with a wild expression, gesturing with his hands and nearly 
walking in place with the inability to stand still. "You might think, and maybe that's true for the process itself, 
but it's all the little things that make it a problem every single time. | know, because it's not bad at all when 
we go back to the city for the end of December and beginning of January, because we don't have to pack 
everything -the little things aren't there to deal with. But this -this is a world-class pain in the ass!" 


Donald gave Allen a sidelong gaze and a smirk. "Losing his shit, | see. Not that he isn't saying the truth." 


‘Sometimes you just gotta blow off steam," Allen replied, also quietly. "Unfortunately, | can't say I've never had 
an episode." 


| mean, the last couple of days -same as every other time this year -this is how it's been. I've looked all 
over the two bedrooms and the common room for item x, | still can't find it -OH! It's packed away. You know, | 
have a few heavy and medium picks in my guitar bag, but a light would work really nice on this one song | 
wanted to jam on, and | know | had a pack of them somewhere -oh.. they're packed away, too. Where's this? 
Packed away. Where's THAT? Also packed the fuck away! If | don't know where it is when | want it and | can't 
find it anywhere in plain sight, | might as well just assume it's packed away! But | CAN'T, because then I'll be 
afraid that I'll leave it behind!" 


"Tell us how you feel, Reb!" Joe whooped as he reentered the building. "Come on! Let it all out! You'll feel 
better!" 


"Moving sucks! And | feel GREAT? Despite his rage, Reb was almost laughing maniacally between the thrill of 
his rant combined with lack of sleep. It had created an energy snap, as he was completely delirious with 


exhaustion. 
"Reb, are you finished packing? Or are you waiting on a washing machine or something?" 


‘lm waiting to get the hell out of dodge before | go entirely crazy is what I'm doing Everything except what | 
need in the morning that l'm either wearing or can throw in the top of my suitcase before we go. You know, 


its easier at this point to ask me what's NOT packed away than what IS!" 


"Okay, good," said Alan, clearly ignoring the last part of his statement. "Go to bed. Right now! You're driving 


Tomorrow, and you're exhausted." 


"Nope, not good enough, Gratz. | know how this goes. Don't even leave it up to anyone with the choice or 
chance to do anything else whenever they get like this." Eric went over to Reb and hooked his arm around his 
back to forcibly guide him down the hall to his bedroom. "You. Need. To sleep. You need to lie in your bed, and 
you need to settle the fuck down and go to sleep." 


| need to not have everything PACKED AWAY is what | NEED!" 


"Well, we gotta be out of here bright ‘n early, no later than 10:00 o'clock tomorrow morning. By this time 
tomorrow night, you could have at least half of it unpacked," Alan assured. "But you gotta go to bed, right 
now, and get what sleep you can so you're ready at go-time. And so you'll have energy to unpack as soon as 


we get there." 


"And you better believe when | get there, I'm not going to bed until half of it's unpacked!" That was the last 
Reb got out before Eric got him up the half steps and down toward the roundabout, leading toward the 


bedroom. 


"Whew!" Alan Gratzer breathed a sigh. "Actually, that's good to see. John Lodge said he and Jeff were getting 
to the first point in their event where they were really starting to feel comfortable with each other and able 


to have some fun. He seems to be doing a lot better for it." 


"He's got more of his excitable side back; | think we're better to put it that way. He's very amped up to leave," 
suggested Paicey, marking Reb's vehicle down, presumably for one of the later loading shifts. "It's not to say | 
don't think he's doing better than he was, at least" 


Allen nodded in more grim rather than optimistic agreement, hoping the morning wouldn't bring a backslide for 


Reb -or worse. 


"That said, it's pretty hard to get an accurate tell of how he's doing now. Moving kind of brings out the crazy 
side of all of us. We're trying to run a tight ship, and you, Gratzer, and Eric are like the only two confident 
adults here tonight," Allen chuckled. "I'm sure Reb's gonna hit the deck hard once Eric gets him down" 


He turned to Albert, who had become progressively more hyper as the pre-stage packing went on 
"Now come on, Albert. Do you really wanna get into it with Eric tonight?" 


"He'll be even better in the morning,” said Albert, springing a devilish grin. "| guess I'll go to bed now. I'm all 


packed on what | can, so I'm ready." 


"Then | am too, because l'm also packed up, and it doesn't look like there's much left here | was helping Eric 
with that can't move forward until morning.’ He looked at Albert, baring his surprisingly endearing side. "Are 


you staying down here with Ray tonight, or are you coming upstairs with me?" 
Albert grinned mischievously as he gazed up to the ceiling in thought. "Hmmm." 


"Decide quickly," warned Allen, turning stern, leaving off the implied ‘don't think that | don't see you trying to 
stall this: 


"Do you want Alan Gratzer and | to wake you up, or do you want Eric?" suggested Paicey. 
"Eric." Albert lit up at that. "Like | said, he'll be WAY better in the morning." 


"Yeah, and by that, you mean better for getting on his nerves easily. Alright then, up with it, you rascal,” said 
Allen, standing up and pointing to the door to the stairs. "And as much as I'd rather not go up that far myself, 
we're taking the stairs to help tire you out. And we're not the only ones who are gonna need the elevator in 


the morning; we're not gonna stress it out and have it break down before then" 


"That's it; I'm out," Donald decided. "Eric, if you MUST know -which | suppose'th is understandable -l'm packed 


up, except whatever | need tomorrow. Its not like | have a lot here to pack with the era | arrived in" 


"Good to know. We'll make sure you know everything you'll need for this first thing tomorrow" Coming back 
down the steps, Eric looked to the table behind the one he was stationed at. "Hey, Paicey, which one of you 
guys are driving -do you know yet? Buck and | got some things | need to distribute to all the drivers before 
we take off" 


‘Its definitely not Ritchie, because he doesn't drive," Paicey offered. "Jon and | haven't decided for certain, but 
if we don't have any others with us, we typically take turns, and | believe | drove the last time. I'll tell you 
first thing if he decides he'd rather not, though we should be together, so either one of us will get it to the 


right place." 


"Alright, yeah, that makes it easy. | also need to confirm with the Moodies who's driving -we suspected 
Graeme would, based on their rotation, but he's not here. | know they're leaning toward John, but he's backup, 


and | haven't heard anything for sure -have you?" 


"John Lodge confirmed that he will be driving tomorrow, and he's already in bed," said Alan 
"Cool, so Rocker's on my list." Eric made a note on one of his lists. 


"Our last trip was back from Colorado -that was my turn to drive, and | drove all twenty-five hours of it," 
Alan continued. "I don't know if the rest of my guys made the final decision on who's driving us tomorrow, but 
in the name of what's fair, we did decide that it's not gonna be me. Neal and | sent Gary and Kevin to bed, 
because getting them up before noon without hiring a crane is going to be almost as hard as loading up. One of 
them will probably drive -or Neal, since | think he was taking a shower so he could pack the rest of his stuff 


up except for what he needs in the morning. That way he can sleep as late as possible." 
"And Bruce?" asked Paicey. 


"With Jon Lord and Buck, doing the last run of laundry. In the basement, because we're trying not to 
compromise one whole facility with our stuff. Since he has to help fold that and pack it up, I'm not making him 
drive. Plus, his ankle's sore and he probably shouldn't. Gary has a sore elbow, but that doesn't bother him 
when he's driving the way that will for Bruce." 


"Kevin?" Eric raised his eyebrows. "Are his fingers gonna be a problem?" 


‘Only if he grips the steering wheel real hard because another vehicle's making him nervous. He's capable. | 


think we'll try to have Gary drive if he's feeling up to it though." 


“Alright, so | know I'm at least going for one of those three -and they're in the bedroom with Don and Jeff," 
said Eric. "I'm gonna see if | can track them down -or ask if they can put a note on their door if they figure it 


out before morning." 


"We should know within minutes of having everyone up, but if the memo doesn't get through to you in the 
morning for us, just find me." Alan laughed tiredly. “lan and | are in the same boat; you know we'll get 


everything where it needs to be within our groups." 


Don Dokken had indeed left a note on the one bedroom door, addressed for Eric. Not only did it reiterate that 
Reb would be driving, and just to create more space in the backs of both of the cars, Jeff would be riding 
with Reb. Don had all of Mick's stuff packed into his car, which he would be driving, and Mick, who had only 
come back the previous night, was very likely taking off via motorcycle ahead of them unless it was throwing 


down rain. 


According to the forecast, it would not be. The rain had stopped earlier that morning -as expected with the 


weekend's conclusion. 
Buck Dharma came down the partial stairs from the hall and sank down in an armchair. 


"Hey, man," he said softly, looking at Eric. 


"Hey-hey! How're we looking?" 


"Laundry's done," said Buck, holding his hands up and ticking items off his fingers, as if tired enough to have 
trouble keeping track of what he'd just come from doing. 


"Bruce went and grabbed up all the trash from the rooms and took that out. We'll have to do it again before 
we leave, but it was overflowing upstairs and in their room. Jon's in bed. He helped me fold everything, and we 
distributed everything to who it belonged to -that's all packed away now. He says he's driving unless lan really 
wants to-" 


"Oh, look!" Paicey pointed to Eric and Alan. "I believe we've got our answer to that!" 


‘I've got everything upstairs ready for distribution in the morning -made sure it all works." Buck sighed. "So | 
think thats everything | was supposed to take care of, no?" 


"That should be," said Alan, looking over Eric's shoulder at the inventory pages. "With those being finished, 


everything else is stuff we're in a holding pattern for until morning.” 
"Yes, it is. Thanks a million, man." 


‘lm with you, Buck," Paicey remarked. "That's all for tonight, I'm off to bed I'll make sure Ritchie gets some 


rest, though | can't guarantee | can force him into a bedroom to do it" 


"That's sure right" Eric clapped his hands together and whisper-screamed, clearly about to go around every 
part of the hallway where anyone might still be lingering to repeat the same message. 


"Everyone who's still up -lights out and in bed. Now. We're up and at ‘em in six hours, and | don't want to hear 
about it being too early." He pointed to Buck, and Joe, who was still hanging out on the couch, watching the 
chaos like it was entertainment. "You make me have to hire a crane to get you out of bed, and you're paying 
the rental fee. If you can't fall asleep, just lie in your bed, or on the couch or floor if you so choose -| don't 
care -and take it easy. At least rest. Whatever you do, | don't want anybody dicking around and waking people 
up. I'm serious tonight. G0. TO. BEDI 


"Aye-aye, captain," said Alan, waving as he headed off toward his own bedroom. "See you at oh-six-thirty!" 


May (5th, 2019: Challengers of the Split World 


Author's Notes: 

Yes, this story is still alive, and so am I! (Barely, | say, as | approach my last final exam). This chapter is the 
first hybrid format between log entry and narrative, and its a long one. | highly debated breaking it up, but it 
flowed together so well, that's how it ended up being. After the comic relief to start it off, it has been such 
a challenge (which is quite fitting in the very end of it) to write between work and school, but it has been so 
rewarding to have it all come together with the ends left loose after Reb and Allen's conversation, and Kip and 
Donald's. This time, Don and Donald have their own version of the Reb and Allen talk -which was a thousand 
times harder to characterize, working with two personalities that are a lot less outwardly vulnerable, and 
getting them to be vulnerable without going out of character. | can't tell if Don's points felt more or less 
profound than what Kip brought up -so I'll consider those two chapters tied for the ones I'm most satisfied 
with. The extended metaphor of the road will continue next chapter (as they're still only an hour into the 
journey), but with as far as I've gotten there, the changes with the turning point of this story will definitely 
be palpable. 


Date: 5/15/2017 
Log entry author -ALLEN LANER 
| must admit, I've had a theory about moving. At least for my own purposes, it pays to believe in it. 


Not because it will make the process any easier, nor any less miserable than it has the propensity to be, but 
rather because it might make it the slightest bit easier to accept it for what it is, simply by expecting it to 
be that way. 


[| suppose this is a fair analogy to draw to certain Events that are best not tampered with due to the level of 
risk involved? Perhaps as well for those that start after enough catalysts to have reached the point at which 
its nearly impossible to make changes and stop certain things from happening again, anyway? At that point, 
one might only be able to mentally prepare to face it, and use whatever power they have in Lapse to get it 


over with as quickly as possible] 


It's simple laws of physics and chemistry, after all. Entropy is constantly increasing; the universe favors it. 
We've spent the past few days packing everything away in tight, strict order, and made plans with almost no 
room for error, with great, painstaking effort, using tons of energy. Thats forcing the absolute opposite, am | 
right? 


Therefore, even if we ultimately reduced the entropy of this move, we'd be wise to expect at least some gain 


to cancel some of it out, right? You can do the same thing in your place of living and painstakingly organize 


everything, but odds are quite good it won't stay that way unless you're constantly staying on top of it. With 
moving, there's too much going on, and far too many other things to take care of to stay on top of what's 
already been done, so if the process stretches on but so long, why would anyone expect any different -that 
everything would stay in such order? Surely, some plan would fall through and create some amount of chaos, 


and with more plans made, the greater the chance of one not playing out. 


Its not to say one shouldn't try at all, just like with events -but there is a fine line between attempting to 
make life easier and making oneself miserable by trying too hard and expecting too much in refusing to believe 
that the occasional plan can fall through. So why not just expect that much and be prepared for it, too? 
Better yet, if things actually go entirely to plan despite being ready for something less, there's a pleasant 


surprise in the ordeal. 
[Expect and accept the chaos. Reb's exothermic, cathartic rant last night was only the start of it all] 


| didn't expect I'd have time to make an entry this morning, but we're in a holding pattern at the moment due 
to the fall through we've had, so | figure | might as well take advantage of it and make the most of the 


situation. 


We're having quite a time loading vehicles up thanks to our plans to use the 30-minute loading zone parking lot 
across the street falling through. Half of it is blocked by a massive moving truck that has stayed longer than 
the permitted time without penalty. Eric managed to get in, but with what it took, we've all decided 
maneuvering multiple vehicles in and out wouldn't be wise, particularly when hopping a curb may be the only 
way out now that the truck has a ramp extended. 


Enough on that, though. I've heard enough complaints on the matter, and you'll probably still hear more from 


the others when you follow me back downstairs momentarily. 


[Once I'd have questioned if anyone would, but | suppose if you've made it this far, you will.. So for the sake of 
not sounding repetitive or desperate, perhaps my invitation to continue will be implied going forward. For if 
this final hour in this country town wouldn't be the crossing of the rubicon, I'd at least suspect a six hour, 


cross-state journey might be] 


Granted, there was plenty chaos just involved with getting everyone up at the time set last night. Eric woke 
up two out of three bedrooms. When he opened the door to the third, it only woke Gary up, and HE woke the 


rest of the room protesting it.. Funny, considering he had to have been fairly awake to shout as loud as he did. 


("WHAAAAT?: NO, its NOT TIME to get up; its TOO EARLYYYYY!") | swear, those guys are ALMOST as 
dramatic as the ballads they ended up losing themselves in.. not that the majority of us here are entirely 


clean there, and nor is it to speak less of them as musicians. 


[Also, not that most of us particularly care to wake up at the crack of dawn.. but nobody can say in this 
particular instance that they weren't warned. It's a bit more laughable for all of us now that we're all at least 


semi-awake | 


| can't speak much for our own room up on the seventh floor. Its just an ordinary start to the day from a 
past life in my eyes. Joe is still a bit grumpy. Albert was subdued at first, then overly-hyper once he had a 
chance to wake up, and Buck has been the calm, level-headed one of us packing up the more delicate, technical 


gear and transporting it outside once Eric and | brought the van up from The Cage. What's new? 
All plausible possibilities considered, it could be far, far worse. 


With all the extra walking back and forth outside with the loading plan change, | think we'll all be grateful it's 
not raining, in light of the past few weeks. And l'm sure once the rest of the process is over and everyone is 
more likely to be appreciative of what has gone to plan, entropy aside. As in the grand scheme of it all, we're 
yet again in good shape. 


We've been working on packing up since last night. We all went to sleep with our car gear and essential items 


out, and nearly everything else -save for what we couldn't get to by the end of the day -packed away in bags. 


Eric's been one of the main organizers of the move this year. That is indeed one of his strongest advantages. 
Prior to the need of a new singer in Blue Oyster Cult, I'd sought him as a gig manager, and he was quite 
proficient at the role. 


Don Dokken and Jeff Pilson indeed do quite well at managing it -perhaps because they've had the most time to 
become expert at it (of all of us in THIS location, anyway). But we've decided to give them a break this round. 
After all, Jeff has been through quite a lot lately, and Don isn't having the best of times either. (It's a lot to 
wonder if the critics of the world would be kinder to him if they realized the extent to which he's barely 
holding it together.) For any number of reasons you could list, their whole camp could benefit from a break - 


and Lord knows, mine was given FAR more than plenty of one. 


Plus, not only has lan Paice now had enough time here to confidently know the drill and apply his own strong 
organizational skills -Alan Gratzer is proving to be quite the helpful sophomore in this split world. He's only 
made the move in the opposite direction, but he has not hesitated to take charge in the coordinating process, 
and he has done quite well. There are a few things he's still uncertain of from his first time, but with a few 
brief questions to those who have had more time here to figure things out, he's picked it up quick. 


l'm impressed. Though, while | must say I'm feeling pleasantly relaxed for being in the midst of moving, and at 
peace with the hiccups we've had, | don't dare let my guard down and find myself unprepared for something 
else to go wrong. It would be too easy to expect it to go well and have it be that way. At least ONE of us 
has to hold Murphy's law down in our favor at least by minimizing the things we are not prepared to have go 


wrong. Perhaps l'm not alone in that; Fagen seems to have backed me up after all. 


[Remember the line to Murphy's Law regarded as most ironic by a lot of people: Murphy was an 
optimist, We're moving. There WILL be chaos. That's alright; we won't be too surprised about it. We knew it 
was coming, we prepared for it as best as we could with what we have, and accepted the rest for what it is, 


right? Ironic, much ?] 


| do wish | could write down every event as they unfold; however, | must leave the most notable details of 
this moving process and forgo the rest. For | have my own hand to play in it. | must go now. If you're so 
inclined to know more, | suppose you'll just have to follow me through the chaos up to departure -and perhaps 
someone else will be able to provide you with a more interesting perspective in the journey I've already 


become too familiar with... 


(To be continued) 
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"Its not right," insisted Kevin Cronin, peaking out the door from the common area and up the short set of 
concrete steps to the street, where the parking lot still sat, half-blocked "H's not. | mean, if we should only 
be limited to so much time in that parking lot for loading up -and they've been there for how long? Two 
hours? | mean, that's really ridiculous, and it's not fair. They should be asked to leave, and everyone else 


should be able to get a turn there. This is stupid." 


"Make no expletives of it, Kevin," sighed Allen, finally losing his resolve to not make an equally meaningless and 
unnecessary remark of the incessant whining, but still with enough patience to repress the desire to say 


something smug about how much time Kevin had spent doing so. "Make no expletives of it" 


"By this point, it is what it is," chimed in Alan Gratzer in agreement. "We're almost done taking care of 
everything, anyway" He finished securing three collapsible crates of laundry supplies, bedding, and towels to a 
hand-truck. "That should be the last of everything for our truck. Hey, Kevin, do you wanna run this out to 
The Cage so that Gary can head on back, and Neal and Bruce can pack it up?" 


Kevin sighed, but managed a playful salute and left, rolling the cargo along with him. 


"If we had found out yesterday, perhaps we'd have rightfully put up a fuss, but at this point, we're only here 
for an hour longer, at best. Probably not even that. It wouldn't change things much, now." Paicey looked at 
the two storage bins, and an additional suitcase Eric was toting down the stairs. He looked at the code they'd 
labeled everything with -gaffer tape strips with written numbers on the bins, and colored, plastic zip-ties on 
the suitcases -and he checked off their inventory list he had on a notepad of items in nondescript containers 


that were still in the building, or packed into vehicles 


Too far along this to try and make a significant change now; its not worth fighting it, mused Allen to himself, 
noting the parallel Paicey had made to their previous conversation, whether on purpose or not. 


Youd spend just as much, if not MORE time fighting it -or gnping about it -than just getting it over with the way 
it is Donald glanced over to Allen, who had eyes glazed over in thought as he helped Eric secure the latest 
bins down to the dolly they were preparing to take outside to the van. 

"You're thinking what | am, AREN'T you. Or something close enough." 


Allen glanced to Paicey and Alan, just to confirm, and tossed his hands up in a loose shrug. “Absolutely. Given 
the subject, why wouldn't | be?" 


Then, he turned to Eric. 

"Ready?" 

"Yeah, that's the last of ours, aside from the rest of Alberts drums, and they're better not carried on this 
with everything else" Eric's tone lit up ever so slightly with a facetious edge. "Hey, how about we all just let 
him carry them downstairs and outside himself? Maybe he'll get it done on time and tire himself, so he'll be a 
little more sedate for the ride, you think?" 


Donald snorted. 


"Yeah, good luck with THAT happening," sighed Allen, exchanging weary grins with Eric. "We'll be back. Are you 
ready?" 


"Ready as any of us will be," groaned Eric, following Allen through the inner door into the stairwell, dragging 
the dolly with him to park by the exterior door. 


It was quiet for a few minutes, then the echo of footsteps coming down from the seventh floor began, faint 
and muffled at first, and increasing in volume as the descending feet grew closer. 


"Hey, Joe, race you down two steps at a time!" 

"-Yeah? How ‘bout you guys NOT?" 

"Albert, no -nggggh lm carrying two of your drums! So help me God, if you make me fall-" 
"Alright, that's enough! Come on, you guys; we're not gonna play this game-" 

"I'm not playing it either! Is too EARLY for this shit." 

"“MNghh-mnnhl Knock it of 


"-Whoa, Buck -Eric, HELP!" 


"-No, no, no, I've got if; Ive got it! Get yourself unhooked.. There, you've got a hold on it again? Okay... 
"-You good, Joe? Holly crap." 

"Goddamn strap.. goddamn rail. Yeah, | couldn't possibly be better!" 

"Alright, km sorry; you guys are cracking me up... 

"Buck, could you hold the door open, please?" 

"Here, Buck, you wanna set that one down on the cart while you do that?" 

Finally, the exterior door could be heard opening as they made their way outside 

Alan and Paicey exchanged incredulous looks 

"Sheesh," Alan finally offered, before the two shared a hearty laugh. 

"Yes, if you don't understand why Eric calls them children, perhaps that shines some light," Paicey quipped 


‘Oh, | feel him a hundred percent! Alan then went through the doors outside to make sure they didn't need 


help moving everything across the street. 


A couple of minutes later, Allen Lanier came back through the doors and into the common area to drop down 


unceremoniously in a chair, just to make his point. 
"Is everyone still alive after all that?" Paicey regarded Allen with a playful look. 


‘More or less, even if Joe and Albert are ready to have it out with each other," remarked Allen, rising back to 


his feet. "lm sure we'll all be better off once we're out of here and on our way." 

"Truth to all of us," remarked Paicey. "We're all packed and just waiting to coordinate staging up to leave, 

now. Or at least | believe so. I'm not sure if Jon has made it back from The Cage yet -perhaps | should make 
certain." 


He stood and ascended the steps to the hallway, not for the first cautionary check of the morning. 


"You will have a better time where we're going anyway,” said Allen, pointing at Donald as he said it. "Trust me 


on that." 


Donald held his upturned palms out. "Like | said last night, it's not like | have much choice with that, either." 


Just then, the door to the stairwell door came open, and Eric came in, pausing briefly in the doorway with a 
dark, disgruntled expression to brush himself off, then walked forward to stand in front of the common area 


tables. 


"The van is officially packed with our items, and with everyone else's items we planned on transporting. Drums 
are stacked in, and I've left those three to tie them down. Despite the wrench in the works, we managed to 
get that done without a hitch that wouldn't have happened in any case. Most of everything bulky we 
collectively own, including all keyboards and drum sets, we were able to fit between ours, the trailer, and with 
the room Gary had left in his truck under that bed cover. I'm not worried about everything else still waiting 
to go out fitting in cars." 


"Good," said Allen. "Now, | know we're all riding together -and Eric, unless you want to drive -which by all 
means, | won't deny you -l'll give you a break this time and drive all you stooges. After all, you've done all the 


heavy duty work for the prep." 


He neglected to mention that his hope that Neal would ride with The Moody Blues and talk to Mike Pinder had 
just fallen through. Whatever was going on in Neal's event that had him in and out throughout the day had 
him nearly attached at the hip to Bruce -enough to ride with him, even if Kevin did drive him crazy the whole 
time. Given the timeline of said event though, he wasn't going to argue it, or make any expletives of his own 
disappointment over reality not going to plan on that. Anything that would keep Neal's good mental state intact 
in Lapse was what they all had to work with, if they were going to practice anything they'd discovered. 


"Yeah, yeah, don't think | can't tell you want to drive so that you're not bored and stuck in the back with 
Albert and Joe. But you know what? Usually, | like driving, but right about now with all the surprises this 
morning, that sounds great," Eric replied "I can sit down and not have to care about anything at all for a few 


hours after all this." 


Allen smirked, as if he'd correctly predicted the answer before making his offer. "REO Speedwagon have all 
elected to ride together in their truck too, so that leaves." 


"Jon is driving Ritchie and Paicey in their car; Mike, Ray, and John are also together in a car. Both Reb Beach 
and Don Dokken have cars; Jeff said he wanted to ride with Reb so they had more time together to work 
stuff out, and Mick wanted to make it a motorcycle trip, so he's already packed up. Actually, he's probably 
already gone for that matter. Don offered his backseat to extra luggage room, since he doesn't have anyone 
riding with him as of now; he's outside getting everything he's taking tied to his handtruck to take down to The 
Cage. 


Just then, Alan Grazter entered behind Eric. 


"Our truck's all packed up now, too. Neal and Bruce were securing everything, and they'll be driving up in a 
minute. Hey Donald? Don Dokken doesn't have any passengers, and he has offered to give you a ride if you're 


cool with that." 


‘Or he can come with us in our van -| was just about to mention that, too," added Eric, "but yeah, his front 


passenger seat also works, and there'll still be room in his backseat for luggage." 
"Whatever you guys feel comfortable with," assured Alan as he looked between Eric and Donald. 


"Whatever's easier" Donald muttered. "| don't really care which vehicle I'm in and who I'm with. Assuming 
we're all going to the same place. Anything's fine with me as long as whoever's driving doesn't drive like they 
have a death wish'th. Though | was starting to wonder if any of you were gonna mention that before | did" 


Alan raised his eyebrows at the response -a far cry from the anxious one he'd have expected a month prior, 


and even with a hint of playful sarcasm not too far removed from the form he knew well. 
Eric shook his head and waved his hands in front of himself. 


"Alright then; | take that back. Hell no. Half the time, when it's all of us together, insanity breaks out in our 
van - so forget it. You might get along fine with Allen, and | doubt Buck would be a problem, but you'll have a 
hell of a time if Joe and Albert get going, or if Allen goes Jekyll and Hyde from sheer boredom and smashes 
himself against the windshield like he did that one time -which | sure hope wouldn't be a problem while he's 


driving, on on a trip under ten hours long." 
Allen heaved a sigh and rolled his eyes, and Donald regarded him with a knowing look 


"Thanks for planting that thought in my head, Eric," he sneered. "I'll enjoy my nightmares'th when | finally 


manage to sleep tonight." 


"Forgive him, as he doesn't often remember to think about the future consequences of his words," said Allen, 
casting a faintly indignant side-eye toward Eric for the displeasure of having one of his less proud moments of 
boredom-driven madness brought up aloud, but letting enough of a more playful glint through to show his 
own, snide clap-back was typical, competitive play between the two of them. "And forgive ME for being the 


strange creature of us..." 


"The only one who fully objected to giving a ride was Jon Lord" Alan gave the rueful grin of one caught in an 
argument which he had no knowledge of. "To be fair, | think he's just trying to avoid trouble with Ritchie, and 
whatever that could be, we're not gonna talk about it. I'd offer you a seat with us, but our truck's already 

full with five, and | wouldn't think you'd be too happy cramming in with us. Unless that is okay, in which case, 


if you want to ride with us, by all means, you're welcome to." 


Interesting to know, though Im in full agreement with Jon For the most part, | COULD tolerate a few hours in 
cramped quarters with Doughty, but factoring in what HE has said about being fed up with Cronin before we've 
even left, and what Wve SEEN Gratzer’s not really wrong. 


| can't say | have objections to that when that's the only vehicle I'd rather NOT be in Its been surprisingly 
better with Ritchie the last couple of weeks'th, but I'd be a fool if | willingly strapped myself inside a metal box 


on wheels with him for over five hours." Donald snorted and tossed his hands up. "What the hell. I'll ride 


with Don Dokken. I'm fine with him." 
And MAYBE something worthwhile will come out it, besides just making it from point A to point B. 


"Sounds good. He's finished packing his guys’ instruments into Eric's van, and he's on his way to The Cage right 
now. I'll call him and let him know that you're with him, so he'll pull up on the curb here before staging up in 
the pull-through to take off. That way, you won't have to schlep your pack down to the parking lot," declared 
Alan. “Its a long enough walk down there without carrying that, and itll speed things along not to when we're 
down to the last few items going out." 


"It shouldn't be that big of a deal if he just goes in the pull-through where you guys are staging up. It's not 


far; | don't think we need to set up for more complications'th." 


“Alright, then, if you say so. Cool" Eric bent over a table to update his list of who and what was to go into 
each vehicle they were loading. "Now, in light of not having all the loading shifts we'd planned to have, 
everyone stop for a moment and think on this real hard, because l'm giving you guys this chance one time. l'm 
not doing it again later once we have everything strapped down. If there's still anything in a room that's 
awkward to carry, and whoever it belongs to isn't going to be able to get it out to their vehicle in The Cage 
with their bag of personal items in one trip -especially anyone who's already made a trip and isn't finished, | 
can drive it out there when | move the van -l'm already going to have to take it down to the roundabout to 
get it turned around, so it wouldn't be much further to shuttle some items. We're running out of time in the 
temporary lot, and the pile of boxes at the bottom of that truck ramp is a little more condensed right now, so 
l'm gonna have to get out while | see the chance. l'm just waiting for Albert to get his drums secured, and 


then l'm moving it." 


"Yeah, everyone, think about anything you have that might be extra heavy to carry that hasn't made it out to 
a vehicle yet," clarified Alan. "Not including what's going in a vehicle that already has someone out with it and 


bringing it up here." 


“fe there anything else that is not packed?" Eric raised his eyebrows and tapped his hands on the table in time 
with his words for emphasis as he asked the more important, overarching question. "I know ninety-five 
percent of it is. Time's ticking, so even if its not that heavy, if it fits and it saves time and a trip, honestly, 


speak now, or hop to it on getting it out there on your own" 


"The rooms look pretty empty, for the most part, aside from a few miscellaneous items. But we need to 
check the closet of the bedroom on the left, second floor," said Gary Richrath, coming back down the steps 
from a final check for his own items, as well as Kevin's. "Kip Winger's been out for a month, but he left a 
bass behind, and | don't think Reb's going to be able to carry it and his guitar out at once, if he hasn't taken it 
out there already with his luggage, and | didn't see when it happened if he did" 


If you do that, someone needs to catch him and let him know, or leave a note for him so he doesn't panic," 


said Eric. "We do have an extra slot in our guitar rack we can transport it safely in, too." 


"Hey, given the nature of what Reb's been through lately, let's just stop and ask ourselves real quick: are we 
sure he doesn't want to carry it himself?" Alan Gratzer held his hands up. "How does he feel about having it 
around -is it something that helps him, or is it something that makes the separation bigger? We know Kip's 
absence is a pretty sensitive thing for him." 


"He tucks it away in the closet, and | don't see him pull it out much. But that's only going by what I've seen 
when I've actually been there,” Donald suggested, understanding Reb's own torment enough to readily say what 


he knew. 


"That's not a bad question. I'd suspect he'd want to take it at first thought -he's not overly-dutiful to many 
people, and Kip's one of the few exceptions there," Allen mused. "There is a chance he could be protective of 
it; however, you also have to consider if it adds to what he has to be stressed about. We all know he doesn't 
fair well with moving -as he expressed quite emphatically last night, and it does make a difference that he's 


alone this time." 


"No, he really doesn't do well. We were with him last fall before we all ended up out in Colorado, and it was 


rough. | saw him going out to get his car in The Cage when | was coming back just now, too-" 


"Think he'll be back in the next few minutes before Albert and Joe have everything set and we can ask him?" 
Eric cut Gary off and jumped to the point. "We can wait a moment, but not too long if we don't want a ticket 
-they're watching everyone aside from the truck in that lot like hawks." 


"-Well, he was only just arriving with his stuff, and it looked like he wasn't in any hurry to leave his car once 
he got there." Gary hesitated, and regret tinged his features. "He's emotional.” 


"I think we can probably take it out to him while he's there," said Allen, tone softening with sympathy, "but 


that's just my own understanding of him. Donald?" 


"I say ENOUGH of this," said Donald frankly. "Take it OUT. | would think if he was that worried about it and 
hellbent on doing it himself, he'd take it before his own stuff, and we've spent an obscene amount of time 
deciding what to do about it. It's probably safer in a vehicle than being carried over half a mile down the 
street anyway. If he carries'th it, even if he pulls up across the street and it's not that long of a walk, he'll 


psych out the entire time thinking he'll drop it even when he never would. Trust me; / know" 


"Kip's bass? Ooh" Jeff Pilson appeared then at the top of the short set of steps with his own bass slung 
over one shoulder, bulging duffle bag over the other, and a portable amp clutched by the handle in one hand. 
"Reb only gets that out when he's alone and really wants to think on it. There's an ancient track recorder up 
there he seems attached to, too, but I'll tell him, and you guys can definitely get that as long as it gets to him 
safe. He's really just ready for this packing up thing to be done. I'd get it if | had hands to spare." 


"No, you don't need to be carrying any more than you are," Alan insisted. "Seriously, Jeff. Please don't tell me 


you're going all the way out to The Cage with all that." 


"l actually am." 


Eric did a double-take. "Do you want me to help you take some of that stuff out there, Jeff? Because | can 


run it out there in the van, right now. We'll meet up at the same place and drive back together." 


"No," started Jeff, voice strained slightly as he slowly, and very carefully made his way down the stairs, 
pausing on each step to ensure he was still balanced, and to get a look at where his feet were in relationship 
to the edge of the step. "This is the last of what | have. Reb's waiting for me to come down there, and then 
we'll drive up and pull into the loop in front of the coliseum real quick to do a final check. | like to exert 


myself a little before a long car ride -especially if I'm not driving. But thanks!" 

"Gotcha -Kevin's the same way," said Alan. "Still, you be careful heading out there with all that. That's a long 
walk with a heavy load. | don't want you getting hurt -nor anyone else. So, everyone -final call. Take the 
bass out?" 

Allen, Jeff, and Eric shouted in unison: 

“Take the bass out!" 


"Take that old track recorder out, too," Donald added, matter-of-factly. 


"Yeah, not a bad idea," agreed Jeff, as he eased himself through the doors that Eric and Allen rushed to hold 


open for him. "It's probably more fragile -and its much heavier. 


Gary and Alan ran upstairs to get the precious cargo. As they disappeared around the bend of the hallway, 
Buck and Albert came back through the door. 


"Joe's watching the van," explained Buck. “Everything's in We're ready to move, shuttle anything else that 
needs to be packed, and stage up." 


"And we've got the truck pulled up in the loop, now," added Bruce Hall, coming through the doors. "Neal's 
outside keeping watch." 


“Alright, are we all emptied out and are all the lights off upstairs? Once we leave, we are not coming back," 


Eric reiterated. "Final check?" 


| know there's not a light on in the first floor bedroom to the right, because | just came from there," said 
Paicey matter-of-factly, descending the short set of steps back down to the common area. “All the beds up 
there are bare, the closets, dressers, and sink cabinet are emptied, and there's not a single item aside from 


the furniture left on the floor." 


"Thank you, lan" Eric made a note on that room and drew a big check-mark that was visible at quick glance. 
I'd send Albert up to the seventh floor bedroom to check if it would take some of the energy out of him, but 
Ill have to send Buck to make sure he checks it properly instead of playing around." 


As if on cue, Buck turned and went through the interior exit door and began running back up the stairs. 


| was heading down the hall anyway, so I'll check the ‘sick’ bedroom behind Alan and Gary one last time to 


make sure we didn't forget anything.” Bruce ran up the steps and around the bend, singing as he went. 


"Come on the rising wind! We're going up around the bend! A few others had taken over singing and clapping to 
the beat by the time he came back to give the all clear. 


"Yep, it was just Kip's bass, Reb's track recorder, and his guitar. He must have gotten his amp out with his 
luggage." Bruce held Reb's guitar, while Alan and Gary walked past, bringing the sacred items outside to Joe. 


Allen shook his head and sighed. "Eric, how many times are we gonna check these rooms ‘one last time'?" 
Ím surprised it's taken you THS long to mention if, Donald wondered to himself. 


"Hey, we've seen what seems to happen each year," retorted Eric. "I know he was in his pre-rehab self-detox 
event and pretty fucked up, but look, IM still trying to figure out how Glenn Hughes lost a shoe last year. 
From the pair he was actively wearing no less. Even better, he didn't realize that he'd left it behind, or that 
he was only wearing the one until we were all the way down to the !-8I interchange, and Don said he moved to 
sit with his ankle up on his knee." 


Buck cracked up at the memory. 


"Aw, man. You know, | don't think I've ever seen Don Dokken so frustrated -even with everything his guys 


have been through. And they looked all over that car for it, too. Yeah, that was pretty funny.” 


"Sounds like a fair hang up to be frustrated about if you ask me." Donald smirked. "Thats getting up there 


with some of the better ones I've seen" 


"Lord knows, between all of us, there are more than enough stories to expect the unexpected You're in for a 
difficult time if you aren't prepared to see it once or twice every other week. By the way, Don should be 
driving up any minute now, so make sure you're ready. Not that | expect surprises from YOU." Eric then 
turned to follow Alan and Gary out, prepared to meet Reb and Jeff down at The Cage and drive back with 
them. 


Fifteen minutes of chaos and scrambling later, albeit with less incessant ordering, Eric arrived back. As they 
were driving back, Alan and Paicey both switched on walkie-talkies and began sending calls over them, asking if 
Eric and John Lodge could hear them. Both replied, and after a look out the window, Alan grabbed another two 


and ran out across the street with them. 


“Alright, all vehicles are pulled in. All our drivers have received a walkie-talkie for their vehicle from Paicey 
and Gratzer; Don Dokken and Reb Beach are getting theirs now. Everything should be packed in cars - 

you're alright; | know you're taking your stuff out when you head out." Eric gestured to Donald, suggesting his 
rant didn't apply to him. "Everyone's meeting up in the pull-through -NOT the parking lot like | told you all last 
night, and we're doing a final head count and driving out together in ten minutes. Tops. That means LAST 
CALL -everyone had better be ready in that amount of time. Have whatever you want accessible in your 
vehicles accessible; if you want to use a GPS as backup, set it up now if you haven't already. If you didn't 
inventory your personal items when you packed them up and you want to go digging through something to 
make sure something's packed, do it now. The list of things that could mean is not exhaustible, but | would 
honestly hope | don't have to list every little thing that comes down to common sense when most of us have 


done this before, so please don't be the one to prove me wrong!" 


"By now, we're probably gonna be okay, Eric. | know something ridiculous could still happen, but there's only so 
much you can do" Gary held the door open as the Bouchard brothers came back inside and headed up and 
around the bend of the hall, followed by Bruce, Kevin, Jeff, and a puffy-eyed but otherwise composed Reb 
Beach. 


"He's looking a lot better than he did the last time | saw him; | think he'll be okay to drive," Gary assured 
further upon Eric's look of concern. "And he's got Jeff with him if its a problem. They both know the way, 
and they can always switch at the halfway point. | am more than willing to come over with them and drive 
them if they both suddenly can't for whatever reason. And if push comes to shove and one of my guys can't 
swap with me, l'm willing to bet Mike will take over driving in The Moodies' car, and John Lodge will get with 
those two and drive them" With that, he went back outside to his truck. 


Paicey raised his eyebrows. "Has this been discussed?" 


"Not to MY knowledge," Eric retorted, "though | gotta admit, | could see that happening if it came down to it. | 
swear, John would be both caring and stupid enough to take a fucking bullet for one of those two.. and | dare 


say Lanier is no better -and more than ever, lately." 


"Perhaps I've noticed a thing or two myself, though I've seen enough things take a turn for better in the past 
few weeks that | honestly can't say it's a bad thing" 


"Oh, I'm sure he's got fun planned out for me when we get to Norfolk and he can't just disappear quite so 
easily.” Eric sighed, gathering up the last of the inventory papers and making his way outside with Paicey for 
the last time. “But I'm gonna try to have my last five to six hours in peace." 


Outside, just as requested, everyone was making final arrangements and settling into their cars. 


"Hey, Don; are there any surprises heading East that | wouldn't know about from the opposite way?" Alan 
caught Don Dokken helping Donald secure his belongings in the back of his car. 


"That's right, you guys have done this going West, but not East," Don realized, closing the trunk and using the 


key fob to make sure the rest of the car remained unlocked. 


"Is there a full consensus as to which way we're going? | know most of us are following each other, and | 
assumed 460, but if it was made clear, | missed that part in the twist-up this morning." 


"Most of us usually take I-81 to hook up with US 460, same as how we come out here," said Don flatly. 

"That's the way l'm going, and it's probably how we all are going. The only car that's ever gone further up 8I 
to pick up I-64 is Jon's. He's driving this time -| don't know what he'll do, but there's a small toll on the tunnel 
riding in from 460 and 58, and the tunnel on 64 is still free for now -though I've heard it soon won't be. lan 
prefers not getting tolled when he's driving if its an option -and it's a perfectly reasonable choice to make." 


"I can think of other reasons why he'd like it aside from that, knowing him," Joe Bouchard added, making his 
way back outside toward Eric's van “Even though he would dodge that toll for sure. 64's a little more 
straight-forward to navigate and clearly marked because it's an interstate, and once you're on it, reading the 
signs is all you have to do. But that free tunnel gets backed up something fierce depending on the time of 
day, because it's got three lanes going down to two, so you pick the poison you get. Most of us would rather 
not sit in traffic, and in our van, the cost of gas wasted sitting in traffic might be more than that toll, 
anyway. | think they regretted doing it last year." 


Alan chuckled. "I'm a fan of clearly-marked interstates myself -Kevin even more so. But | think Gary's driving 
us, and traffic jams are one of the few things that'll pull out his surly side. | don't know -if Neal decides he's 
driving and there's a backup, Lord help us all" 


Joe cracked up. "I hate to admit it, but that's why Allen and | aren't allowed to drive through cities that are 
notorious for having a problem! Sometimes the far end of 460 East gets a little stacked in the afternoon on 
weekdays, but it makes Allen's approval.” 


"Okay, cool. Until we get past Roanoke and back onto 460, we'll be sure to follow any car but Jon's then!" 
Alan folded out the paper map Eric had given him, with three highlighted cross-state routes. "And actually, it 
looks like Eric traced it out on this one for us, too, so someone in our car can have a look and read out where 


to go if we need it" 


"Eric has a good memory for exit numbers, and | think he may have them written down, ask him if you want 
that, because by this point, | just do it by memory and don't really think about the details" said Don. 
"Actually, he'll probably radio to everyone when it's coming up. But you're gonna get on the 460 East bypass 
out of town, take the ramp to BI North, use the exit from there onto Alt 220, and then just follow that road 
down to a T-intersection -there are signs you can't miss, and US 460 East is a left turn. You can ride it 
through Petersburg, or avoid traffic and hook around 85 North and 95 South to exit back onto it -by then 
you're close enough you can follow the signs to Norfolk. It's really that Petersburg bypass that's a lot more 
confusing in this direction, but | guess we've got radios this year, so if push comes to shove, somebody can 


talk you guys through that, too. Word of the wise, the GPS wants to send you through the business route 


through Petersburg, so you have to know where to ignore it at certain points. Bigger issue going this way 
than what you've seen 


"We'll figure something out, I'm sure." Alan chuckled. "Worst case scenario, we have to follow the GPS 
through all the lights in Petersburg, and I'll learn about ten new colorful phrases I've never heard before, in 


addition to ones | do know." 


"Yeah, some of them might not even be our own, for all we know," Don hinted, before climbing back into the 


car, on seeing the last few of their stragglers exiting the building. 


Alan returned to his vehicle, and pretty soon, all the walkie-talkies crackled to life as Eric tested the system, 
walking between vehicles to see that everyone was responding to the source as well. 


"Is everyone still on Channel 2, and can everyone hear me?" 
One by one, everyone chimed in with their codes lan and Alan had labeled them with. 


"Jon, you said you might continue up to 64 if there weren't a lot of semi trucks on 81; you've done that 
before and know how -or you'll end up following the rest of us. For everyone going 460, remember it's exit 
IDOA to connect by Alt 220. Cloverdale Road -it's just one letter off -you can't forget that! We're stopping 
about two and a half hours down in Appomattox at the Kroger to get a bite to eat and fuel up where it's 
cheaper. Quick headcount down the line -is everyone in their vehicles and ready to go?" 


"Dokken | here. We were ready ten minutes ago -he's probably been ready even longer," said Don, both into 
the walkie-talkie and out the window of his car, leaning back for Eric to see that Donald was indeed in the 


front passenger seat, observing the chaos of loading up vehicles with the faintest hint of sinister amusement. 


Ahead of them, Jon Lord relayed that he had everyone he was responsible for. Reb and Jeff gave their ready 
call, and Kevin and Gary playfully declared in unison that it it was ‘time for them to fly’ 


Sitting at the wheel, ready for yet another voyage with Ray and Mike," chimed in John Lodge. 


As they made their way out from the pull-through, Gary set Reb and Jeff off laughing, because he rolled 
down his windows, looked over toward them, and shouted ‘Beep! Beep! Beep! to imitate a backup alarm when 
they had to briefly back up to get around a barricade making a vain attempt of keeping cars from pausing 
next to each other. 


"Already, just getting out of here helps morale that much," Don grumbled, joining the line to turn left onto the 
road, and easing his way out through a gap. “Pretty sad when we've got a lot more room for improvement. 


And that's barely a drop out of the ocean" 


"Yeah, to say the fucking LEAST” You SAY that, alright.. You KNEW it before any of us.. To be fair, Lanier and I 


found a lot more on our side than we expected, but a whole lot more have to get on with the facts and evidence 


if anything significant is going to come of it. We can only HOPE that much will happen after this move. 


For awhile, the road was nothing spectacular. They wound their way to the same, diverging diamond 
interchange Eric had gone to for the evening trip up to Catawba, but rather than taking the right exit, the line 
continued forward across the overpass bridge, waited for the green light, and turned left onto the other side 


of the highway. 


It was busier than the side of 460 going further West, which was no surprise, given it was heading toward 
larger cities, rather than into the Appalachian mountains and completely rural areas where the phones went 
dead even on the main road. Exits had blue signs preceding them, stating the certain businesses and 


attractions they led to -something that had been non-existent on the other end. 


On the first exit they passed, Donald could recognize the outlined businesses on the sign as ones surrounding 
one of the furthest holes in the wall he'd trudged out to on his missions for Walter. Back in March, when he'd 
walk close to an hour in the bitter cold just to get anywhere, because after enough time in it, rather than 
urging him to watch his back, it muffled the paranoia out. 


It was truly pathetic, how many had shut down Don Dokken's past mere illusions to certain coincidences of the 
Split world, if a so-called drop out of the ocean could make that much difference. Three people conspiring 
Together to answer the questions everyone else had shoved aside out of ignorance -or fear that perhaps two 


of the most paranoid residents of their Lapse location had managed to face -out of however many. 


Donald hadn't bothered counting officially. It wasn't even the right number when half of Deep Purple, The 
Moody Blues, and Winger were missing, but technically belonged with them, too. Including them in that large 
number only amplified the point: 


The road became more twisty, with larger on-ramps merging in as they reached the downtown district of the 


neighboring town, and then, became sparse again as they passed through it. 


Then came a huge hill before them, like a roller coaster. Way down, and back up, which looking at from before 
the descent looked impossibly steep to climb back up. However, all the vehicles began the descent anyway, and 


Don eased down it as if it was nothing. 


Climbing back up, the hill from the bottom didn't look as steep or challenging. Somehow, the experience seemed 


easier than what the anticipation made it. 


At the top, signs began appearing for the junctions to interstate B. South, running to Bristol and the junction 
to I-TT, and North, heading toward Salem and Roanoke. 


"Passing the South ramp, our ramp is next," called Eric over the radios, as they rolled past the BI South ramp, 
warning anyone who might have zoned out on the road and forgotten about watching for exit signs. "Alright, is 


everyone ready?" 


"Better be, because we're going now, whether you're ready or not," warned Allen, slowing down to take the 


clover-leaf style ramp that swirled up and over onto the opposite side of the road, heading Northbound. 
Moments later, Donald rolled his eyes as he felt the load of the car shift, even as Don took the curve gently. 
"God, | forgot how much | hate these kinds of ramps." 


"Get used to it," Don sighed, sounding no less pleased. "This state loves this design You won't get anywhere 
on the highway around the city without using one when we get there. There are a few on this route -about 
twice as many going Eastbound than if we were coming out here to the West. At least there's not another 


for awhile, now. Not for three hours or so." 
"Great. Guess'th it's good to know before then" 


"Be prepared for ears plugging up, too," warned Don, merging into traffic in the section of sub-exits separated 
from the main highway by a Jersey wall. "Up ahead, even where it doesn't look steep, its a constant grade, 


and we're headed down for the next half hour or so." 


Well, that's just GREAT if we're going to attempt to have any worthwhile conversation without shouting, between 
that and road noise. Not that Im not perfectly happy to say nothing at all Aside from wasted opportunity. 


‘ls that just on the interstate?" 


“Thankfully, yes," replied Don. "There's still some sloping and rolling hills, but it's pretty mild on the highway. 
Mick and | once went further up North way past our exit, taking a trip up to Pennsylvania, and it gets steeper 


up there, so | guess that's another reason we don't go to 64, given the choice." 


Given the choice.. better yet, having the control to HAVE a choice in the matter. | wonder if he'll be LESS 
defensive if | keep pushing this strangely strong analogy until he brings it up HIMSELF. 


The long, descending grade began almost immediately as the funnel of exits and on-ramps rejoined the main 
lanes and condensed down to two. Distracted by the immediate muffling of sound, Donald took advantage of 


the extra time to decide the best method of just how he would loop the conversation around. 


Its not that | couldn't speak now.. but youre testy, and Ive got ONE chance to get it right. No additional fakes. If 
! step on YOUR toes wrong, | might not get another word out of this. Not that its likely with our history, either.. 

However, Ive made a point of taking extra precaution from the first step | took in compiling the evidence; if there 
exists a good time fo stop doing so, | doubt its when Id prefer to ensure we actually accomplish SOMETHNG over 


the next few hours 


Though far less narrow and rocky than the far, west-bound end of 460, the highway had a similar appearance 


as they shifted into a zone outside the town centers. The speedometer was pushing over seventy, even when 


Don had his foot off the pedal, as the descending grade allowed the car to practically drive itself. With the 
flow of surrounding traffic, the speed didn't even feel so fast. 


What was unnerving was the sheer number of surrounding semi-trucks. Most of those passing by in the left 
lane were uncomfortably close to the white dashes marking the divide between the two lanes, and sometimes 
nudged slightly over it on the curves of the road. The one behind them tended to get closer on the steeper, 
downhill drops, then back off when the grade evened out a bit, which proved tolerable, until Don pumped the 
brakes, suddenly coming up close on Jeff's tail as everything in front of them slowed down. 


Don then swore under his breath as a truck in the left lane nearly side-swiped both him and Jeff going around 
a bend, but it was Donald who noticed the truck behind them rapidly growing closer in the right rear-view 


mirror as the next downward hill came up, and even closer in reality. 


On this downhill stretch, they were practically on Jeff's tail, the speedometer barely made it to fifty-five, and 
suddenly, it seemed like the truck would be on top of them before the road leveled out a bit. 


"Jesus fucking CHRIST!" 


"You got a problem?" asked Don, noticing that Donald had braced his right hand along the car door underneath 
the window, and was pressing against it stiffly while watching the mirror, where the truck behind them was 


close enough, the headlights were no longer visible. 


"You THINK? When we're nearly nudged out of our lane from the side, and this behemoth behind us is 


practically on top of our bumper?" 
"Making you nervous?" 


"Define, ‘nervous’. Despite himself, Donald managed a smirk, and scoff. "Did you want to challenge me to see if 


I'm capable of picking the car seat up with my ass?" 


Don laughed, just as much with nerves as over the snide quip undoubtedly released to provide distraction from 


thoughts of the worst, and shook his head. 


"Yeah, I'm not a fan of them either, and that is getting uncomfortably close -and it's getting old, quick" He 
poked at the walkie-talkie, and Donald then noticed how firm his single-handed grip was on the steering wheel. 


"Dokken | to BOC, I'm assuming you guys are still leading the pack. We've got a tractor trailer on our tail, and 
another to our left happy to crowd our lane. If there isn't anything ahead stopping us from picking the speed 


up by five on the downward hills, I'm sure everyone toward the back of the linell feel a lot better." 


A moment of silence passed before the return channel crackled. 


"BOC to everyone, the unpleasant situation is duly noted We've got someone who's apparently afraid to go 
over fifty in front of us, though we'd very much like to speed it up, too ..Excuse me -Joe, we're gonna have 
to put up with it until there's an opportunity to get around it, WHAT do you want me to DO until then.? We 
should have plenty of miles to go for all of us to get around it, if that is what everyone would like to do, 
should the way be found clear in the left lane. Gary and | have larger vehicles that are harder to find gaps 
for, and it's exceedingly interesting to find a gap to move into with a tow-trailer, so someone in a smaller car 


might need to start off and let the rest of us in if we're going to have any success with that. Over." 
"Oh, great." Don rolled his eyes. "Go figure, it would be something like that" 


"GREAT. And those are the people who would get you killed on the interstate. Fucking idiots'th. If you're 


afraid of driving on it, either learn how or don't.. makes it more scary for everyone else-" 


"-Shit, man! Jerk!" Don yelled as someone in a filthy, mud-splattered pickup truck swung over from the left 
lane into a nearly non-existent gap behind Jeff's car in front of them, then took an exit at the last second, 
giving him no choice but to momentarily tap the brake. Thankfully, they weren't on as steep a portion of the 
downhill, and the truck wasn't as uncomfortably close on their tail before having to push the brake so it could 
catch up to them. "Even better!" 


"Yeah, now we've got the people who are apparently too important to deal with the backup for half a mile 


before their exit -never mind any maneuvers'th that might get someone else killed.” 


"Jerks," Don muttered semi-consciously. He was focusing hard on the road as he tried to reestablish the 
minimal gap between themselves and the truck as the next downward hill loomed ahead, without getting too 


close up on Jeff's tail. 
Then the radio crackled again, and Jeff's sweet voice rang out, just as he pulled to the left in an opening gap. 


"Dokken 2 to everyone, we've got a gap in the left lane, and we're moving over right now. We don't want to 
slow it down too much, but Deep Purple, you guys are ahead of us, so if you want to move over if | slow 
down enough to leave you some space, and then if you guys let whoever's next in, we should be good. But 


everybody needs to help." 


Starting to sound like pushing an unlikely but desired change in an event.. but this one would DEFINTELY be worth 
all the hoops to jump through Donald thought of the way Don had worded it weeks ago, already unclenching the 
grip he had on the spine of the notebook tucked beside his seat as Don pulled forward into the space in front 
of them that opened up as Jeff changed lanes, and instantly switched on his turn signal and began taking quick 
glances behind to check the blind spot. Unfortunately, the gap that had opened up for Jeff quickly closed up 


as another vehicle in the left lane pulled forward, taking away Don's chance to move over behind him. 


"Fucking A, man," grumbled Donald as Don blew out a hard sigh, defeatedly switching off the turn signal and 


glancing up to the rear view mirror as the truck crept up on them again 


"Deep Purple to Dokken 2, we're moving in," hailed Jon Lord. "I suggest you speed it up a bit behind us before 
we slow down again so that everybody else can shift in behind you, before too much traffic can catch up. 
Moodies, you are ahead of us; keep an eye out for your left mirror, and you will see me flash the bright 


lights three times to let you all know when we're giving you a way in" 


"Thank you, Jon," replied Don, shifting over to the left lane behind Jeff and collectively heaving a sigh with 
Donald as the truck then moved forward alongside them in the space that opened up. 


"We'll all be happy when we get off BI today. I'm pretty sure Jon Lord might follow us after all so he can get 
off sooner," said Don, before pointing to the walkie-talkie. "And that exchange there is exactly why Eric and 
George saw fit to get their hands on some of these. And yes, | said George; we don't see eye-to-eye on a lot, 
but I'll give him credit where it's due. Because it might seem like overkill, but its way easier than trying to 
dial a phone while driving -especially when you'd rather not take your hands off the wheel." 


"Seems so, more or less'th" Donald smirked, lifting an upturned palm as he saw an entryway. "So, what ended 
up being the tipping point for getting ahold of those being ‘worth the hoops to jump through’ for just a couple 
of cross-state trips'th in a year?" 


"Heh. If you think | don't know exactly where you're going with that, you're mistaken" Don gazed out on the 
road, chin lifted and eyes narrowed into something a touch smug. “But that's alright. It's a fair question, so I'll 
tell you | think it all depends on how often things happen where the result would pay off, and how useful it is 
for any other situations. If we all had to dial phones just now, especially with having to make room for 
everyone to get over, it's possible only half of us would have gotten around that car in that amount of time 
and that we'd still be stuck there. And then, depending on who did or didn't get around it first, we'd have the 
concern of whoever had the chance and ended up in the front not knowing what they're doing. Jon and Gary 


aren't as familiar with this road going East -and Gary hasn't seen it at all. 


"Now, out of context of everything else we do, sure, that's a bit of a problem if they ended up in the front. 
In reality, between the maps, the GPS, and Eric writing down exit numbers for anyone who asked for them, 
you'd have to get cut off just before an exit and miss it, or you'd have to get really confused by the lane 
patterns to get lost. Sure, near Petersburg, if you don't know any better, the GPS sends you down the 
business route and make your ride about twenty minutes longer -but that's a minor inconvenience. It 


converges with the main route we use, and you end up in the same place.” 


Coincidence, or are you trying to suggest something about certain events with that? Ive still got over five hours 
left fo find out IF you'll fell me.. 


"There's not many ways to make it any more clear where to go -| couldn't, anyway. We could, in fact, do 
without them for this, but it is nice to not have to worry about having a passenger with free hands to dial, or 
trying to dig a phone out of a pocket to answer, just between our own cars. Its a convenience thing. If we 
were only having to do this once or twice in the few years since I've been here, no, it probably wouldn't be 
worth the trouble to get these and set them up. We would probably just make do juggling the phones if 


something were to come up, and hope we aren't in a dead zone when we need to make calls between our cars. 


But since we do this at least twice a year all together -and sometimes half of us visit the city for a few 
weeks around Christmas -we have several times it comes in handy. And the more people we have with us and 
the more cars we have in a row -even more helpful. With that many trips, and how many of us have 
accumulated in this location, | start thinking, maybe it IS worth having an alternative way of communicating 
between cars than personal phones. They work great when we're driving to Catawba, too -there's no signal at 
all there, so the phones don't work at all on that side of the highway. And then once we're there, there's 
additional ways we can use them, so when you can stack up enough ways something is useful, even if some 
are minor, it's got its worth. You didn't make it there with us this year, so | don't know how much that 
means. But there is a point where you start adding small things up where something is helpful -eventually, 


going to the trouble once or twice saves you from a whole lot more later." 


That much is obvious enough.. would have hoped you'd have more to say to that, but thats alright. Intentional or 
not, you just gave me a way in fo even BETTER.. 


"| guess'th | could see where it would be helpful with having a whole crowd up there. | did actually make it up 
there for a few hours. Mike and Eric said it was the last good opportunity they'd have to go up, and Allen 
managed to twist my arm hard enough to get me to go with them. To his credit, it ended up being worth it. | 
guess Jeff didn't mention that after John Lodge let the cat out of the bag to him about that." 


"No, he didn't. And I'm surprised John didn't slip that much to me -short of how preoccupied everyone's been 
the last few days. Maybe that's it" Don paused, squinting his gaze once again on the road, this time more in 
thought." 


So. You did end up talking to Kip Winger during our time away.’ 
"YES, as a matter of fact, | DID," Donald retorted, failing to hide a sudden double-take. 


Not sure how YOU know, when there's been this inexplicable block from some of you even being able to speak each 
other's names in certain contexts, let alone KNOW each other's whereabouts before I fell you anything Unless 
you're guessing with more confidence than you usually show. 


"I figured he might show up around here while we were gone, and that one of you three would jump at the 
opportunity to ask him some things." Don almost sounded triumphant as he told his hypothesis that had been 
proven correct before he'd even stated it aloud. "Given what | know that he can tell you from better 
perspective than | can. It didn't take much to narrow down who did when | got back and saw that Neal was 
still away. And l'm sure Mike and Eric would jump at a chance to go up while he was with them, too, so that 


also gave me reason to suspect he's been around." 


"Reasonable enough for someone actually making an effort to THINK about it," Donald muttered "Actually, | 
guess'th the more important question is how come YOU know that Kip can be around here when you aren't, 
and you can mention him, but not everyone else can? And for that matter, if he would be in such a terrible 
state of mind for the time period you guys are in, what made you think to suggest finding him with the idea 
he'd even be willing to discuss'th anything?" 


"We'll, from that statement, | guess he was in a better state of mind, as | hoped he'd be" Don's voice held a 
joking tone, but then returned to its barely-interested, drab tone. "No. After my event with Glenn Hughes 
last year, first half of which | was separated from Mick, | realize that Kip can and might be in an event from 
another era than the one Reb is in, at least part of the time. Just because Reb is reliving the mid to late 40s 
doesn't necessarily mean that Kip has to be, if he's not directly in the majority of that same event. And | 
didn't have any contact with him during that time either, but that was before we really had much chance to 
be friends, so it didn't have much of an impact on me. So, for people who are willing and able to hear that 
possibility, | think thats why I'm still able to talk about him and speculate on where he is, and why Mike Pinder 
can at least tell me that he's been around some of the time. And! guess you can say that knowing he'd been 
hanging with Mike was another tip-off that he might not be doing too terribly at every given moment. 
Certainly not despondent enough to enjoy his hobbies. Aside from that, since not a lot of people have been 
willing to hear it until lately, | haven't really seen the point in bothering to mention that chance to anyone. And 
even at that, | still don't know where exactly he is -| can't tell you if he's at another location right now, or in 


some other event he could be having, or moving about in Lapse by freewill, and | don't know if Mike can tell me 


that much, either, since he hasn't -but with any of those things, he COULD be." 


"Interesting take. With you saying all that, | remember you mentioned not telling Reb about where Kip really 
is. But with what I've been finding out, and since Kip was unable to say Reb's name in the context of that 
separation, do you think anyone WOULD be able to tell him? If they actually tried?" 


"That's a decent question, too," admitted Don, "and there is a chance that we couldn't. At least not explicitly. | 
think it would be more possible for someone outside of the event to suggest it, like you, or Mike -somebody 
who will probably never be in the same event with Reb. Even if there are enough distant connections that we 
happened to all end up in the same location together. With the way it is for Reb, it's probably not a risk 
worth taking to try him. But, my honest guess is that anyone actually could suggest it to him, just indirectly. 
It would be on the person dealing with separation to pick up on the hint without hearing an actual name. And if 
Reb's spending how much of his time unable to distract himself from that separation, you gotta think, there's 
a fair chance he might pick it up." 


Kp referenced a LOT of people without naming names, and as far as those Ive seen here, it was clear every time 
EXACTLY who he was talking about.. | guess | could see where someone COULD miss it if they weren't really 
thinking it through in this way -or just not thinking at alll Now THAT might be a thought. OR, how about.. 


"With as much Kip was able to suggest to me, without saying anything directly, would you say there's a 
chance that the more someone is aware of and the more they believe in the possibility of someone being 
somewhere else'th -even with the chance that person might indeed be where they would be at the same time 


in Standard -that maybe there's also more they can be told?" 


Don reached up and tapped the side of his temple. It was a quirk Donald had come to recognize as having 
three different meanings. Sometimes it was a mere sign that Don was either thinking hard, other times a 


self-deprecating gesture when he had screwed something up due to a moment of mental delay, or a slightly 


lighter form of the latter when he realized that he hadn't made a connection sooner than he ought to have 


with how obvious it seemed in hindsight. 


"You know, | like where you're going with that idea. | could believe it. | can see where it works, and where it 
might explain a few things. It's shl only speculation at this point, with as few events we've had across 
everyone to test it, and again, | really wouldn't try to test it on Reb. But | like it. And if | knew anything 
about-" Don paused and huffed a sigh as something seemed to steal his voice away. "Well, you know I'd tell 
YOU something, because we already made that two-way promise. l'm still confident in that either way that 


idea could go -true or not -and you wanna know why?" 


"Humor me." Actually, do fell 1 WOULD lke to know why if you're offering, especially when Im not gonna have to 
fight to track THAT answer down 


"Even if | couldn't say something directly, | think that you, of all people, would be one to pick up on it from 
however much | would be able to say, however cryptic or vague | might have to be about it. And that guess 
could be wrong, where | wouldn't be able to tell you anything more than | could tell anyone else, and | think 
you'd still pick it up, anyway. Some of it just comes down to intuition and attention to detail. You've got both 
going for you, on top of just looking out for things that others turn a blind eye to." 


You do well enough for someone suggesting you lack one of the two.. | WONDER.. 


"Well, considering the request that was made to me the other night, | also wouldn't opt to test the issue on 


Reb. Since you say you're also separated in this event, say, what are your thoughts'th if | try telling YOU?" 


"Why not?" Don shrugged. "Sure, go ahead. Even if it is just for kicks. Again, | wasn't as close to Kip back 
then as | was in the 2000s. Nor was | as directly affected by it all, so | don't know if that would play into 
how much you could tell me. Though | guess that all makes me a safe test subject, and it's not like | have 
much interest gossiping about it until it could get passed onto Reb." 


Fair point to consider that factor as well. | probably CAN fell you more, either way. But what if | fell you next 
to NOTHNG -would you still figure it out? 


Hl give you a lead: Jon Bon Jovi." 


It was a moment. Don squinted, keeping his eyes on the road even in thought under Donald's scrutinizing gaze, 


then nodded slowly as it clicked together. 


"Ahh. Yeah, that makes sense. | remember hints of Kip being in an out of an event with Jon, starting a couple 
months before this stuff kicked in. So he's spending more of his time with them, probably in the late 80s - 
had to be, because Jon went on hiatus to take a break from touring and do solo stuff in the early 10s." 


| can't speak for what you know about Jon Bon Jovi and everything he ended up doing, but you're not wrong 
about the time frame, or that Kip seems'th to be carrying his physical and mental state from that time into 


Lapse," Donald admitted. Though | suppose that information could be helpful to have, if it could contribute to 
determining the duration of THAT event 


"Not a bad sign" Don nodded, visibly continuing to process the information. "Let me guess, he has the 
Cinderella guys with them, too?" 


Funny you should know to mention THEM, too. Donald nearly failed to hide a second double-take before carrying 


on. 


"He mentioned the name in passing. Its'th not to say they don't have a more important part than what he got 
to. For all that we did get into." 


"Uh-huh. Yeah, they probably are pretty important, knowing Tom. | can't remember too well from the litte | 
heard before everything got blocked out -did he mention anything about any conflict with Jon?" 


"It was the others'th who mentioned it more, but you could say SO. I'd say he wasn't too concerned on the 


matter anymore. Kept insisting it was getting better, over the last month in particular.” 


"Oh, hell, pf" Don blew out air through his lips for emphasis. "Yeah, there was conflict, then. For sure. | 
don't know how much of it you saw in your time with him, but Kip is really good at downplaying that kind of 
stuff and putting on an optimistic front. He'll take a lot of crap before he'll give any sign of being bothered by 
it" 


"You're not wrong about THAT." / don't know Tom and how important he would be to have around in that case, 
but until he let it drop at the end, | COULD have been fooled into second-quessing the suspicion he had any clue of 


Rebs separate event 


"In which case, Tom's important, because he's good friends with both Kip and Jon. And I've met few other 
people in the music business as level-headed and down to Earth as Tom. Perfect guy to give them both some 
moral support in whatever the hell they have going on, and keep things from getting too far out of hand on 
either side. That's all good though; it means he's at least in a better place than he could be. He deserves it - 
that much, anyway. If any band had the respect between the guys where they could change the course of an 
event for the better if some of them just got over the fear of it and they all tried together, it's those guys." 


Funny, | gathered that.. Lanier put himself through a TOUGH battle, AND nearly drove himself to a nervous 
breakdown to work one of them past just PART of that fear, too that crazy son of a bitch | also take it by 
what you're saying, YOU and YOUR band, not so much. 


But as he continued driving along the interstate and keeping up with its hectic pace, Don continued on before 


Donald could make any mention of that. 


"So | gather he answered questions about everything | speculated on that | knew he could answer better than | 


could." 


"If it's of any satisfaction to hear, you were right about all of it," Donald suggested, just barely showing the 
start of a subtle, sidelong smirk. 


"And from that, | take it you're gonna ask me to tell you more about some events, now that you've heard 
from him what would be more helpful to know first," concluded Don. "That's alright; it's not like there's much 


better to do while we're in transit. We're still just over half an hour into a six hour endeavor." 


Donald took a look at the exit numbers, which seemed to be coming in clusters, where a few were close 
Together, and then, for a stretch, they were far and few between. Signs indicated they were passing a town 
called Salem, and the exits were in the [30s. Still some time before they would even be off the interstate if 
they were going for IDOA. 


Granted, it wasn't truly unpleasant now that they were around the car that had them going far slower than 


the flow of traffic. 


Or perhaps NOT. | guess digging for details is worth the risk if its distraction from THS. Donald winced as the 
peace ended as an exit on the right with a long acceleration lane seemed to spit out five fast-moving cars at 
once in between their caravan of vehicles, just as another tractor trailer truck passed along the left, just a 


touch too intimate with the lane stripe for anyone's liking. 


"Say, how much of a jerk would it make me to ask to know more of the history on your side of this event 
you're currently in?" He tossed an upturned palm out to his side as he posed his question almost too casually, 
in hopes of disguising his inherent fear of stepping too far. "Reb talked to Lanier about his history behind it, 
and | found out from him, but | get the sense'th whatever's going on with Jeff has more to it than just Mick." 


Don snorted, first without any sign of humor. But then he smirked, and then finally gave way to a low, raspy 
chuckle. 


"I knew it was only a matter of time before you'd end up asking me that.” 


Well, | DID expect you fo be onto me there.. Question is if Im in deep shit for if, now.. Donald stayed silent in 


response to Don's remark, preparing to respond to whatever reaction might come next. 


„Though | guess its a fair game when you suggested if. A good, clean game -hve stil got that. Thats all it is. Im 
asking the question, but Im not going to MAKE you answer it. You dont HAVE fo tell me anything if you don't 
WANT fo. Its your choice. 


"No." Don finally continued, shaking his head with a mirthless smirk Donald knew all too well. "I'm not gonna call 
it a dick move if you're asking with a purpose and not trying to snoop in private matters -which haven't been 
so private here anyway. You've seen a bit. You're probably gonna see more, whether | like it or not. Guess | 
should apologize for that up front and get it over with." 


"| don't see much need in that, personally, when it seems'th everyone here's been fucked up at least once -if 
not in an event, in Lapse or in exile" Donald scoffed at the pathetic picture of reality. "But | appreciate the 


consideration" 


"Sad truth, huh? Oh well. With how you've been keeping busy since we last talked and who you've talked to, it 


probably has some meaning in it” 


"Maybe so" Additional evidence, or new things to consider? At this rate, we might just max out ANOTHER 
notebook by the time we get to Norfolk.. Thats IT. Im gonna make Neal do the initial processing with me, before 


Allen gets delirious again. Fair is fair. 
Don heaved a great sigh before beginning. 


"The greatest lead you probably have to what's going on for our end of our inner-crisis is Reb having any 
part of it. By now, you know why he's not with his usual band in the event era, but | don't think anyone's 
really talked about why we had an opening for him to join us since before you made it into the Split world. | 
have mentioned our former guitarist, who had been the only guitarist working with Mick, Jeff, and | up until 
that point -that ‘classic’ lineup, the fans call it. I've probably dropped enough hints that George and | didn't 
particularly get along for the majority of our history together.” 


"Yeah, | haven't heard much, but that doesn't seem far fetched from what | have." 


"Take that as the overarching theme of ‘Dokken intra-band conflict IOl -half our events so far were pretty 
much that, anyway." 


Donald smirked to himself at the joking title. "Sounds complicated" 


"More or less -sometimes both with how the press always depicted it" Don rolled his eyes with the 
suggestion of the tabloid magazines and their rumors making the conflict out to be far worse, yet less 
complex than it was. "Back in the 80s, George, Jeff, and Mick had a bit of a drug culture they were into that 
| wasn't. They did a lot of cocaine, and | refused to do it. I'm not a blow guy -I saw what it did to people, and 
| didn't have any desire to have any part of it. Granted, | didn't really care what they did, until it started 
becoming a problem on the road with getting places on time and not being too screwed up to function until 
moments before the show. And at times, that could be destructive to the dynamic." 


"Yeah, that's called a HANGUP." 


"And thats exactly what it did," agreed Don. "Add that to George and | not getting along so great to begin 
with, and sometimes that led to a situation of the three of them against me. Not great, but | don't want a 
pity story, so set that thought aside. Mick was the wildest party animal of them -didn't get his nickname for 
nothing -but he at least had the sense to see where it could be wrong, and about half the time, he would side 
with me. We were the closest, and | think he ultimately just followed the fun and sided wherever he could 


avoid the conflict best -because that's what he does. Sometimes that helped things, and sometimes it just 
added to the problem. Take it for what you will -that's Mick for you. 


‘Jeffs a great guy, and he's a fantastic musician. Solid bassist, wonderful singer -we didn't do too much with 
keyboards, but when we wanted to use them, he delivered. He could trade off with me on acoustic guitar 
parts, too, depending on the track. And he would stay up all day and night to get everything to come together 
right -he's a perfectionist, and he knows how to make things come together when you have two very different 
musical ideas. Which was George and | in a nutshell. He was the key to making that all work. So before | 
start getting into his dark history and talking smack, lim throwing that out there in all fairness. 


"I love Jeff to death, but on the flip side to all those wonderful things he could do, he had the worst cocaine 
problem of any of my band mates, and in a lot of ways, he was ungrateful for what he had from us back 
then. He was more destructive; he'd lock himself up and get dangerously high and drunk, and he'd become 
strung out and paranoid for days. And he and George were inseparable -they had that musical partnership 
where their writing styles instantly locked together, they could just about read each other's minds with where 
they wanted to take whatever song they were working on -it was a level of closeness you can't really describe 
in words, but if you know it, you know it. When he was coming down from one of his massive highs and had 
the lingering paranoia, Jeff kept himself close with George. That's the dynamic that tons of our events we've 
been through were built on, reliving stuff that happened in the 80s -so that'll give you the gist of what 2017 
brought us." 


Doesn't sound like fun for YOU No wonder you're not too keen on going into the details of many of those events 


"As that might suggest, Jeff often sided with George in any more personal conflicts going beyond the music. 
He didn't necessarily have a problem with me most of the time, but being so close to George, there was bias 
he didn't always filter as well as he would have liked to think at the time. Cocaine can make you say some 
shitty things that you don't really mean. Speaking of which, Albert Bouchard will be the first to tell you that, 
because he regrets what it made him do to his band mates in the 80s. So George and | always had big 
problems; Jeff and | didn't really have problems on a personal level, but we did indirectly through George -that 
was the 80s. It was a psychological battle of wills -that's the best way | can put it. We broke up at the end 
of the decade, just when we were set up to hit it big and break into the top tier, because the inner conflict 
spiraled out of control. | was on the verge of a nervous breakdown; those three were on the verge of self- 


destruction There was no way to manage it anymore -we were too unstable to continue. 


"And then, come the mid-4s, we reunited, but a lot of things were different. Everyone stopped the cocaine. 
Granted, some of us had other problems -namely with drinking, but it wasn't getting in the way of the music 
anymore, so it wasn't a real concern at that time. But Jeff was completely clean and sober coming back, and 
he was realizing that things weren't exactly the way he'd seen it before our hiatus. He didn't have that filter 
giving him an ideal picture of the world. And he was a bit disillusioned, because he's a serious musician, and he 
didn't like how the party life had, for a time, pulled him away from that. | wasn't the enemy George had made 
me out to be, and George wasn't the protector who could do no wrong. And George had a new fixation on 
steroids, and he started becoming argumentative in a very different way. It wasn't just mind games and 


arguing, but physical violence, and a need to destroy the band from the inside out as a power-play. He nearly 


did it, taking an album and insisting we go so far from our usual style -| refuse to acknowledge it as a Dokken 


album." 
Oh, NO fucking way -see how long THAT would have lasted if that was under MY watch. 


“Alright, HOLD UP, now," Donald cut in. "Why'd he even so much as have the CHANCE to go that far if nobody 


else was comfortable with it, anyway?" 


"You're meaning to ask if that's something I'd consider changing for a repeat event, if it went far enough back 
to allow it?" Don outright cackled. "When it's something we regret all the time in hindsight? Oh, of course. 
Not that | don't think George wouldn't have eventually snapped the way he did, anyway. It seemed like a good 
idea at the time to let him have more control on that album. The first album we did when we reunited, he 
had no contributions to the writing, because he rejoined Jeff, Mick, and | after we'd already written and 
recorded most of it. He just added a couple of tracks, and added his solos on what we'd already done. And our 
agreement from the start, for the four of us, we split everything four ways. So, to be fair to that, we let 
him have more freedom on the next album to make up for that, and we tried to be accepting with him getting 
a bit more experimental, trying to fit in with the sound of the era. As it went along and we realized what he 
was doing, it was too late. He really should have saved that content for his solo projects, and | think he felt 
the same way and was unsatisfied with it being a Dokken album, especially because it would have been received 
a lot better if he'd done it in one of his own bands -but | think that further drove his sick need to bring the 
band down with it" 


"So you tried to play fair, he took advantage, played dirty, and made the three of you the fools'th out of it" 


"Sure, you could say that," Don spat, disgust creeping into his tone, along with a clear warning to not dare 
make any additional criticism of it, when it was implied he'd made plenty of his own toward himself. "It was 
poorly received. The tour for it was awful. We were rightfully called posers, and we were pelted with rocks 
and shoes. Had some loogies hocked at us more than once. We knew it was going down fast when George was 
indifferent at best over Jeff getting one in the mouth. Back in the 80s, he'd have been pelting the guy who 
did it in return, and instead, he was smiling with a sick look of satisfaction while Jeff was in the ER getting a 
tetanus shot" 


"That's fucking disgusting. The tour would be OVER at that moment if it was me," Donald admitted, "and 


someone would be lucky to walk out of the crowd with their cognitive function intact.” 


"There were many times we should have stopped it, that being one of them," Don agreed. "Touring contracts 
were different in the 80s and 40s, and they weren't easy to break out of, so we tried everything to not have 
to go through the trouble of breaking them. | think being expected to tour near Chernobyl in ‘86 when we 
were already exhausted was the one time we all agreed on doing it. But you wanna talk about something that 
WOULD have been worth the hoops to jump through, for all the pain and trouble it would have saved later?" 


“Should have called it a day and gone home from that tour right after Jeff got it." 


"Damn right, that's it. Probably before that, if I'm gonna list every negative thing that happened that could 
have been the time to do it. We didn't, and as the end drew near with us miraculously still holding together, 
George descended into an even deeper plane of madness. He physically attacked me, and that was enough for 
everyone. Two of our roadies pulled us apart, and he declared he was quitting just as | was calling for him to 
be kicked out. Called for a meeting with management to start the process of making an agreement of how 
we'd split royalties when he left. That's where we've had some events come from in that time frame. And I'l 
admit, it wasn't quite as bad in Standard as it has been in events with everything that followed the attack he 
made on me -though at the time, it may as well have been just that bad. Sometimes | question if when things 


are exaggerated in events if it reflects how we collectively internalized the situation the first time around-" 


COULD be.. Though its not really a surprise to think about it. Seems along the same vein as that idea of 
historical events of greater significance having a greater impact on state of mind in Lapse. Wouldnt surprise me if 


Lanier could come up with a few examples to suggest a correlation there. 


"-but after our final management meeting, two weeks before the end of that leg of the tour, where we agreed 
he would leave us, he went back on the bus and made another physical attack. This time, on Jeff. And what 
was at least an hour after it happened, Mick and | got back on to find Jeff sprawled on the floor, covered in 
bruises, concussed, and in shock. Bad enough that we took him to the hospital. We had to sit with him awhile 
before he was able to string together anything coherent to tell us what happened -which by that point, | knew 
what had happened. | just didn't want to believe that George would do that to Jeff -not that it was any 
better when he choked me until | was nearly unconscious just days before. But if he was in a violent enough 
state, that's not surprising with our history. And I'm sure he wanted to take one last strike at me before he 
left anyway -as a last chance of taking the band down. He'd tried to go at me again in our meeting, which 
didn't work, and since Mick and | had to stay and do some stuff, | suspect he got on the bus and went out of 
his head and was imagining he was attacking me. And unfortunately, Jeff was the first one waiting there for 


him to get to." 


Fucking PSYCHO is what he sounds like to me. He had to have had the PERFECT guitar playing for your purposes 
fo keep him around THAT long. up until then. | quess with what you could do to achieve perfection, | get it.. but 
DAMN, thats an opportunity cost to make you really THNK 


"They had an event back in the tail end of 2016, dealing with that incident directly, and with their individual 
recoveries, and eventually reuniting a couple years into the 2000s. And then that was over, and everything 
was cool for a couple years. Back to events taking place in the 80s with the same old cocaine paranoia 
problems. Then this current event comes along, and it's basically filling in the gap of that event. Everything 
that happened between 1998 and 2002, or oh-three -l'm not sure if it was before or after the new year that 
Jeff got the call from George to consider meeting up, talking things over, and maybe writing something 
together. It wasn't my business to deal with, so I'm not wasting energy remembering details like that. But 
that's not my point. 


"Jeffs been through a lot. He lost his inseparable partner to a drug and violence-fueled demon that had taken 
over him -and thats how Jeff likes to describe it when he's here and not completely in the headspace of 


where we are in our event, so even though | think differently, that's what I'll call it for this conversation. On 


a fast turnaround, he had to finish that tour with a guest guitarist and cope with how weird that felt, then, 
add insult to injury, the situation with Mick went down. l'm still not gonna get into because it's probably not 
helpful for this conversation -it's just more morose details, and Mick's still in a bad place over it. Then, 
almost a year after the attack, George starts hitting us with lawsuits from afar, because it couldn't be over 
with him after that. And that's about where this event started from. The end of the tour, going home to 


deal with those lawsuits and figure out moving forward with the next album." 


‘Been through a lot -no shit. You didnt need fo fell me THAT much when he's having a night terror anytime he 
doesn't spend the night on a couch with John Lodge! 


"So that's why George hasn't been around," Donald started cautiously, "but is he separated from all of you as 
strictly as Kip is?" 


"Hell if | know," Don spat. "I guess | should care about that more, looking at the big picture of this world, 
though | haven't been bothered to question it when | don't want to see his face right now, anyway, and Jeff 
doesn't either. Not that his nightmares let him have his wishes there." 


"Funny, you can discuss'th him more. Maybe it's because you DON'T want him around." 


"Possibly so. Maybe because we might be the ones keeping him away -l wish | knew how we were doing that 


so well, and how much of that has to do with the fact he wasn't around us in the time after that, anyway." 
"Do you have any better idea of where he is?" 


"Nope, no more than | do with Kip without someone telling me, so it probably goes by the same rules we could 
speculate on for that. And l'm sure George is hanging around someplace. If he's not in a different event, he's 
either staying in another location, or more likely moving about on his freewill. Probably living it up -he likes 
traveling out to remote places and backpacking for days in the wilderness. The insult to injury, going by 
everything we just talked about, there's a chance he's entirely unaffected by this event where he's caused us 
a world of hurt" Don paused, then extended an index finger from his grip on the steering wheel. "What's 
more ironic -and this is another thing to think about -if he's not attached to this event, then is it really even 
his fault this time around?" 


Fuck, if ld known | could get this much out of you sitting down in a CAR for a few hours, Id have been asking Allen 
how to come up with a reason for it to happen BEFORE now. Though | guess | wouldn't have Kp's contributions, 
yet, and you'd have been less inclined to say so much.. Funny, I got the best information out of him in a car, too. 
Possible correlation? | suppose that's also still speculation at this point. 


"It stands'th to reason, it was HIS fault the first time around in Standard, so it's his fault it could exist as 
something that any of you COULD relive.. But then if it's not something he was proud of once he got clean, | 
don't see why he'd WANT to relive it, so | guess'th it depends on how you look at it -like however many other 
events of the past, oddly enough." 


"Exactly." Don cast a lopsided, rueful smile. "It's so easy to blame him, and there are times | really want to, 
with how we always had our problems, with how many times he lied to blame things entirely on me when we 
both had our part in it, and what the band as a whole went through because of it. | could blame him, to get 
back for how many times he stuck the blame on me, and | would have some reason to do it. | just don't see 


the point in sinking down to his level for nothing but petty revenge -it doesn't really prove anything. 


"And | gotta consider the focus of the timespan of this current event. That's starting after he really had 
much impact on me. My big problems in this event are all personal problems that have nothing to do with 
Dokken, aside from making me, admittedly, not handle the stuff happening in Dokken as well as | could at times. 
It's deff taking the worst of the blow from George with what we're dealing with, and aside from that period he 
was screwed up on the drugs, he and Jeff have always been inseparable. As soon as George got clean, forget 
about whether or not he regretted attacking me or not, because this isn't about me -he undoubtedly 
regretted what happened with Jeff during that time. | saw ample evidence of that from a distance, and again, 
as I've said before, I'll be the first to give George credit where its due.” 


You dont SAY. More than most people WOULD. 


"So, that all leads up to the big question: would George want to relive that time period, and would he make the 
choice to do it? To give you the true, unbiased answer, probably not -just like you said. And what can he do 
about that being repeated while he's separated from Jeff?" 


"Probably no more than any of you guys can," Donald concluded. There's that Catch-2ZZ situation.. Logic so 
twisted up it fakes the best of us twenty minutes to verbally trace the whole thing out 


"And considering he hasn't turned up to try and stop it, it's likely so." Don's nonchalant, defeated expression 
only lasted a mere second, before he winced and slowed down with the traffic ahead. 


"Don't worry about it this time," he assured, "this is normal on any day. There's a truck inspection station 


coming up on our right, so there's a lot of entering and exiting -and our exit is right on the other side of it" 


Thats nice. Judging by how you've described the highway, not only will we be less likely to get killed, itl be easier 
attempting to write all this down legibly.. Ill be damned if | lose track of all these ideas fo consider. Donald was 
still trying to get a preliminary written account down when a sudden noise broke up the silence that had fallen 


in the car again. Don's phone ringing. 


The phone was clipped to a stand on the dashboard, ready in case they needed the GPS in the event of an 
unexpected diversion. Both could see with a quick glance that the caller ID on the screen read "Wild Mick". 


Great.. THAT isnt likely to be a nonsense, spam call Donald eyed the phone warily as the ringing went on, surely 


pushing the maximum duration it would. "Are you about to ask me to put that on speaker for you?" 


"No, I'm not gonna make you do that. I'm not gonna pick it up while I'm driving, either," said Don. "Mick knows 


that, too -and if it's an emergency, we'd know, because he'd keep hanging up and ringing it again. If you're not 


being snarky and actually want to do me a favor, though; when it rolls to voicemail, if he leaves one, play it 
for me so | know if | need to call him back from Appomattox. Lately, the stuff we mostly talk about takes a 
bit of thought" 


/ guess | owe you that much. A moment passed after the phone stopped ringing, and a brief chime signaled a 
new voicemail. Thankfully, Don wasn't much for complicated electronics himself, and it wasn't too difficult for 


Donald to figure out how to get it to play. 


‘Hey, Don. Its Mick | wanted to let you know, Ive made it to South Boston, so Im about halfway across 58. So 
far, so good Not sure if that! have me arriving before or after you guys, ‘cause | dont know how early you got 
on the road, but hey. Youll know, so Hl be waiting there for you, or lil see ya when I get there!" 


The message seemed lighthearted and mundane enough, but then, the static background continued as Mick 
paused, then continued, suddenly with the same, uncharacteristic seriousness Donald had witnessed a few times 


in the rare occasions Mick spent the night off the road. 


"| guess | called a little too late, but if Gratzer got those walkie-talkies working if you could call Jeff and tell him | 
hope he has a fun ride with Reb and gets there safe -or let him know when you all stop. Same to you, of 


course..." 


Another pause. Donald winced at the mounting discomfort in the silence. Even while tactfully keeping his eyes 


on his notes and away from Don, he could feel the mood shifting in the car. 


"Um... Im really hoping this change of scenery ends up doing us some good Every time we've been together, we've 
stayed within the county line pretty much the whole time this events been running so far, aside from our weekend 
in Catawba. And if the way that went can fell us anything, | think it will help. | really think it will It may not 
seem that great yet now, but, | think weil really be ready fo start getting past this when we get to Norfolk, and I 
think Im ready fo spend more time around Maybe that's good news to you, or not, but I figured you'd want fo 


know. ŝo.. yeah, man. lil see you in fown Later." 

The line then gave a distorted dial tone, went silent, and the phone switched off again. 

Don blew out a long, heavy sigh as they rode down the descending, twisting off-ramp, forced by the barrier 
controlling merging traffic to make a right turn onto the road running perpendicular from the one they needed 
to be on. Easing into the traffic flow off the ramp, he reached out and tapped on the walkie-talkie in the dash 
clip. 

"Dokken | to Dokken 2?" 


"Dokken 2; we're here, Don," replied Jeff. "Yeah?" 


"I just got a call from Mick at his halfway point on Route 58. He wants me to pass it on that he's hoping 
you're enjoying the ride and that you get there safe and all” 


‘Oh, cool! Its actually going really nice -aside from the situation with that truck, we're having a good time." 
Even over the crackle and radio distortion, Jeff almost sounded like his normal, spunky and happy self. "I'l call 


him and leave a message. Over." 
"Over.." The radio disconnected. 


Don fell silent again as he pulled into the left turn lane, waiting for a gap in traffic to turn into a horseshoe- 
shaped, empty parking lot along the side of the road to make sure everyone who was getting off the interstate 
was together. As he turned across and got in line behind Eric's van and trailer, he took a deep inhale, held it, 


swallowed hard, and slowly exhaled. 


Something had struck a nerve. Donald side-eyed Don wearily, trying to judge the atmosphere without looking 


like he was staring. 


Oh, GREAT. Not that | didn't expect Id deal with this once, though Got lucky with Ritchie.. Got lucky with Kp - 
even if he DOES have a long fuse. Allen got through with Reb, admittedly by the skin of his teeth.. | can use tact, 
poise, and reason with a sensitive topic -if only | was QUITE as good with it as Walt is, or even as much as Allen 
has proven himself to be.. Then again, Don Dokken's no fool; HE will see right through any act | can put on, so even 
THAT won't get me far.. 


Ordinarily, he wouldn't consider attempting to tiptoe around half as much as he'd gathered Allen had tiptoed 
around with Reb Beach. But having enough backstory, he saw the hidden traps where Don's mood could get 
heated, fast. Heaven forbid he get Don upset with him when there wasn't any means of quick escape from 


the car that wouldn't be massively stupid -at least not for over another hour. 


Contemplating his next move, Donald switched to taking a few glances out the window to see if everyone else 


had caught up with them, in another effort to look less conspicuous. 


Alright, thats enough with this paranoid crap. If | could get over it and take on the frontman duties of 
communicating with an audience after Walts death, this should NOT be that hard Five times now in just half an 
hour, | thought he'd snap on me, and he hasnt -and what was it that Doughty said about owing Bruce Hall when he 
first came running after me? If we're playing a good, clean game, | guess | owe him, too, just for having the guts. 
Payback's a bifch.. paying forward is a monster in its own right. Neal may have done it best -even if he did admit 
fo having no thought-out strategy or caution in the moment. He was REAL.. admirable enough Seems like 
something Don Dokken appreciates most. 


Finally, he posed a reluctant question as Don looped around the lot to the other driveway to turn back on the 
road in the right direction, seeing everyone was accounted for, and Allen was leading them back around to their 


right turn onto Cloverdale Road. 


"What's wrong with you?" 


"Oh, nothing," Don said, voice pitched an octave lower than usual, telling of his vulnerable state, nearly 
overcome with emotion "I guess | should say ‘nothing in particular’, since it stands to reason something - 
whatever the hell -is wrong to be getting worked up over a phone call, since it would be silly otherwise. 


Nothing wrong -that's a white lie even the best of us are probably guilty of, too.” 
"Funny, | know the feeling." And everyone who has known it lately probably wishes they had a heart of ice. 


| want to believe him," Don admitted. "And | really want this to get better, for Mick and Jeff. Mick knew it 
was bad with Jeff, but he didn't realize how bad.. until they had that talk in February. | wasn't witness to 
what was said -l just know it was heated. Hearing it through three closed doors. But I'm sure they were a 
lot more honest this time. And that it was worse anyway -going through it a second time." 


"Yeah, by the way you described how Mick is, and what you mentioned about how he took it last time we 


talked, I'm not surprised." 
Don stayed quiet. 


Donald didn’t question it. This time, he looked out the side window blatantly to give Don privacy while he 


ensured hold on fragile composure. 


"Y'know, sometimes with these events and everything it brings back, it just gets to you" Don broke the silence 
a couple of minutes later, once they'd hooked around the two right turns and were cruising down Cloverdale. 
"You don't know why. It seems stupid that it does when you don't know why, but it just fucking does. And | 
think that's the one time the fine details fail us in figuring all of this out, because we all go looking at each 
individual thing, trying to look for the problem, and what made everything happen the way they did. Sometimes 
you find one or two that had a greater role, but sometimes, maybe none of them are alone, but everything 
together is." 


"Seems'th possible -were you going to elaborate on that?" 
"| can, if it's something you actually care to listen to." 
"Hey, I've heard this much." Donald shrugged. "I'm easy." 


"You remember when | said how some things are nothing in hindsight. They're so small -I look at individual 
incidents I've relived with George, and some of them, | think, ‘wow, | actually thought that one time was that 
serious back then. And in the context of other things that happened, it really wasn't that serious. But they 
start stacking up with other incidents, and in some cases, like the 80s were for us, it becomes like a train that 
never stops. Maybe the big stuff that happened after those smaller things wouldn't have been so big if all 
those hadn't happened right before. Problem is, these events don't often go in order, so we may never know 
the extent to which that really is. | can't fully judge in hindsight how much those smaller incidents each 
contributed to how it fell apart both times. 


"Putting that in perspective, you know that little details that don't seem significant when you look at the big 
picture -they end up being important in creating it. l'm sure you know the concept, with details in your 
recording process that most listeners would hardly perceive on its own. And with this, | think that's something 
that can be frustrating for a lot of us -actually, it's probably another reason in addition to fear, toward why 
a lot of people here are reluctant to get onboard with what you're trying to do -what you guys have been 
brave enough to try to do," conjectured Don, indirectly mentioning Allen and Neal's part in it as well. "And that 
adds up, too. 


"I'm not much of a detail-oriented guy," he continued, taking a hand off the wheel to point to Donald. "YOU are, 
and you're going far in this -very far in little time, in part for that. Here, I've realized more than ever how 
important it is, and I've tried my best to look back on those details while reliving everything, to see what | can 
get out of them. I've tried -l'm sure I've still missed plenty, because it's not how everyone's mind works 
naturally -but I've tried. And | have recognized things from it -at the very least, proof of conclusions | 


naturally came to by intuition" 
As far as | can fell, its served you well ENOUGH to be worth something.. 


"When Mick left his message just now, | got to thinking about one of those smaller events from the 80s that 
seemed like a crisis at the time -and that's stupid in itself, because it was dramatic, and | don't want to dwell 


on it. But, | guess | can make a point with it. 


"Jeff was so sick in that event -what he and Kevin had a few weeks ago was bad, but this was just awful. He 
collapsed backstage and he had a seizure, after insisting on playing a show and bouncing all over the stage like 
any other night with a high fever -which ended up being pneumonia, and George and | had to drive with each 
other to the hospital after the ambulance took him. | guess you never struggled with this but so much, 
having sessions instead where someone who was too big a problem could just leave, but you've gathered by 


now, George and |-" 


"Clearly, the two of you can't live with each other," Donald finished. "Doesn't even take a genius to figure that 
out, and I've NEVER seen him in my time here." 


Don shook his head. 


"We can't. Its really a shame, for what we still managed to accomplish in the years we were together. That 
argument was a particularly bad one, and it came to a head in the car, and we both said some things we didn't 
mean. Things l'm not gonna repeat, because | don't want a pity story, and its already sounding like one without 


me trying to make it that way, and." 
He heaved a sigh. 
"| don't know. He said one thing -of all the things he said, they were maybe some of the few he didn't really 


mean, and the only ones he directly showed regret for. Usually, | can brush it off and not care so much even 


if he does mean it, even if it is a low blow. Because as far as l'm concerned, he can think whatever the hell 


he wants to think about me -it's not gonna change the truth. But there was something about this time -l 
don't know if it had to do with how chaotic it was, with Jeff being in critical condition, and how fast it all 
happened with him collapsing and seizing and being picked up by the ambulance. Logically, there was no reason 
why | should have been in fear for my own life in that car that night.. But if | said | wasn't, | wouldn't be 
telling you the truth." 


Don shook his head and gave an all-too-familiar mirthless laugh, the slightest glint in his eyes of unshed tears 


still gathering at the traumatic memory. 


‘I'd promised myself, I'd never let him see me have a panic attack over anything he ever did to me -no matter 
how bad things got as the 80s stacked up. It was the only time | ever broke that promise -not even in the 
90s when he strangled me. And it kept building from there, until we ended up pulled over on the side of the 
road, both of us freaked out in this realization of what we'd worked up to, and how bad it had gotten. He 
admitted, he scared himself in going that far, and | think we almost had a grasp on it then. We actually had a 
few good months after that we were on better terms, before it took another downward turn at the end of 
the 80s. And on repeating it, | think we had a grasp on some of what happens here. And | don't actually know 
how willing he is to talk about this stuff, but if he is, l'm pretty sure he had the same thought as | did then. 
Neither of us would dare talk about it once we got back into Lapse, because we were already so unstable, and 


had it gone wrong, we would have reignited a massive fire. It wasn't worth it then. 


"Strange thing is, that was one of the hardest things to repeat here, for me personally, at the time it 

happened. Now, looking back on it, and looking at what's going on -and if that's not proof that it's everything 
put together that's the problem, I'd take the pain and fear from that event again in a heartbeat. l'd relive it 
another time -have George suddenly show up in this car and go through it again. If it meant he'd then go to 
Jeff and everything between them would be okay, and everything would be normal between Jeff and Mick. It 


was easier to deal with that, ironically. 


"What was it you said last time? About how sometimes'th starting with the worst possible repeat event you 
could go through leaving nowhere to go but better? I'm guessing that's where that's coming from.” 


"It is. And last time, | also told you, repeating it doesn't worry me -l know itll probably be okay and I'll be 

fine. It's seeing them not deal with it well -that's what makes it hard. Those are the kind of small details that 
stack up in an individual event. And some of the other stuff between us in the 80s when it was ending, seeing 
how the 40s ended, I'd have taken it in a heartbeat, too. Both times. But it still happened, when we both 
regretted it, and neither of us wanted it to happen again. We got into that era, in that same state of mind, 
with our same problems that we've always had between us -and George in that same state of being screwed 


up, and it all just played out." 
"Oh, | see how it is," Donald murmured. "That's not even a matter of it being worth it to fight it, either." 
"No, and that's just it. | think the biggest thing with all this around us you guys have gotta accept is while 


you can control some of it -and a fair amount if everyone tries, there are gonna be certain things just like 


before. Where it doesn't matter what you do or don't do. It is what it is, y'know. And I hate that saying - 


Jeff hates it, too, but its something we've had to reckon with lately. If you had the chance over the span of 
several years to change it back then, multiple times, and you all legitimately tried time and time again, and 
everyone worked together against all odds to jump through every hoop imaginable, and it repeatedly didn't 


work-" 


"-it's not gonna change here, either," finished Donald. "Don't even be a fool and waste your time when you 
could be using it where it might actually accomplish something” Just lke that GPS Route.. something might be 
df ferent in the middle, but you're still ending up in the same place. 


"Some things'll change if you want them to. Some might change, though it might not be worth all the trouble. 
That's a subjective matter depending on what you're dealing with, | guess." Don tossed his hands up briefly. 
"But some things just won't. We tried everything to make things work with George, and we always came back 
to conflict -the same has happened with every event we've had here. Its just how things are between us, and 
who we are as people who aren't entirely compatible with each other. And we gotta realize that, even if we 


improve what we can" 


‘Its still better than where you come from without it" Donald shrugged. "I get the sense'th for as hard as 
it's been, it is starting to get better for Mick and Jeff -and not just because Mick says so." 


“They're trying now. They really are trying, and it's Tough on them. You know, I'll admit, it's not easy on me 
not having Mick around much, either. | can't really complain about it much, because | realize I'm not so fun 
for him to be around with my problems in this event, and thats been hard on him in itself. But more than 
that, it's a tell of just how hard reliving this situation with Jeff has been on him -and | know it's killing him. 
Because that's something that actually could have been changed in hindsight, and Mick would have changed it in 
a heartbeat, but the event started so far along, the deed had already been done, and the damage between him 
and Jeff was already there. Again, that's their exponential insult to injury. And | can't do any more than he 
can at this point in terms of fixing things. l'm sure by now someone's already touched on how you can't go 


back within an event past where it started." 
"lan Paice." Donald nodded. "Both with some of Ritchie's incidents, but more with the band falling apart." 


"| figured it would be him, if anyone had told you already. He and Jon really went through that over the 
summer, leading into the fall. They believed they could do something about it. They also really tried" Don 
sighed. "I remember that, that was rough on them. But they proved what | feared might be a reality. And 
that's another thing. I'm trying to figure out with what I'm facing what's worse -the awful things you could 
relive that could have been different, had it started a bit earlier for someone to make different choices, or 
facing those things that nobody has any control of at all. | dont want to go into details of it, but I'm watching 
my eight year old niece die of cancer in the background of this event and everything Reb and Jeff are dealing 
with. Nobody chooses for that to happen. Nobody makes the decision to get so sick -| guess you can argue 
some of our lifestyles have a role, but you can't put that on a child. And if things repeat the same way they 
happened in Standard to begin with, stuff like that's gonna happen regardless of what anybody does." 


"Well, if you can't do anything about it, you can't really blame anyone," Donald figured, already suspecting Don's 
conclusion "What about the other stuff?" 


"I hate saying this, too, because it sounds really fucking dramatic. Though | guess a lot of what | say ends up 
sounding overly-dramatic, intended or not. Including all this conflict history. Thats probably something that 
won't change either. After all these years." Don shook his head and snorted, earning a knowing smirk from 


Donald. 


"The irony is, just like with those things we can't change that come down to who we are as people, WE are the 
ones who have created even more of the situations here where we don't have any control and might have, 
otherwise. Until everyone wants to face the reality of what we know about this world, for most of us, a lot 
of the time, our hands are tied. Like it or not, that's the truth. Too many times in all the events I've been 
through, | feel like I'm looking at all these preventable things going wrong, but my hands are tied behind my 
tucking back, and there's nothing | can do about it. Its not that its one of those things | mentioned that can't 
be changed or isn't worth going to the trouble of changing, or that | don't know what needs to happen to fix 
whatever the problem is. Sometimes that is the case, but that's different -that's not what l'm talking about 
here. I'm talking where | can see the solution Sometimes there's more than one, and any number of different 
outcomes with them -majority of which would be better. Including ones that weren't possible the first time 
around just given what we know from experience. Both in events and in Lapse. 


"But, as I'm sure you've figured out, everyone has to contribute to making it happen that way, and everyone 
has to be agreement. That in itself is hard enough for some bands, like Dokken. And before all that, if some 
people don't want to Asten or even consider that it's actually possible to do that here -or that we might 
have more control than we realize -then you don't even get as far as having everyone in one band in 
agreement. None of that's going to happen. Nobody's gonna try. You're not gonna learn anything, or change 
anything with the benefit of hindsight. You're just gonna stand there with your hands tied and watch the 
same shitty situation play out. And then watch everyone else throw away the control that we do have in this 
world to give ourselves an out. Pretty sad, isn’t it?" 


"Regrettable" Not EVEN factoring in the risk of trying to change the course of a historical event. That much 
knowledge and freedom is a pity fo waste -perhaps as much as Blackmore suggests wasting the chance to cherish 


reliving a more enjoyable time. 

"You start having to kid yourself. Pretend you don't care -or don't know, in this case -so you don't have a 
nervous breakdown over it, trying to make other people see and hear what they refuse to. And then that's 
just as bad, because it's all a lie. Suddenly, you're no better than everyone else." 


"Even worse, lying to your fucking self when you KNOW better.” 


"I hate it," Don muttered. "I hate the lies people like George tell. | hate being that way to live through the 
aftermath of it." 


"Seems spineless'th" Donald shrugged. "But then | guess | might eventually do the same to not have to deal 


with certain people here who won't hear it, too. If it ends up being easier." 


"Well, that's the other thing that's screwed up. With the stuff we would have the power to take control of if 
some of us chose to instead of choosing to be ignorant, whose fault is it really that things end up the way 
they are? Whoever's controlling this world and its events? Or those of us who don't take whatever amount 


of control that we do have?" 


"That's a profound statement, but you make a point” And like anything else here, the answer is less than 
straightforward. Pretzel logic, if you will. 


"But, today we all chose to get around whoever the hell was holding up the lane of traffic," offered Don. "We 
all chose to get off BI sooner -every single one of us currently here. We chose to take this connection, and to 
get on 460. Maybe we made the communication and planning for certain parts of that more complicated than 


it needed to be -but we all worked it out, we were in agreement, and we made it happen. And here we are." 


Straight ahead of the T-intersection they were pulling up to, metal poles held a spread of black and white signs 
with arrows to the left and right, and respective white-spiked shields naming the highways in each direction 
US 460 East to the left, West to the right, and US 221, which ran parallel for that particular span of roadway, 
before it would divert later down the line. Don pointed beneath the spread of highway titles, to the smaller, 
hidden detail that might have been missed beside the larger, more noticeable signs. There stood the skinny, 
weathered, green sign with reflective-white, capitalized, bold-faced type in front of the left turn lane they 
came to a stop in at the end of Cloverdale, waiting to turn back onto the eastbound highway. 


"US 460. Challenger Avenue. Straight on toward Appomattox." A bit of satisfaction tinged his gruff voice. 
"How about that?" 


"A hell of a challenge, but not impossible," Donald quipped. 

"When you go out to the sheer number of people we have in this location -even more, going beyond it -there's 
even more places we clash and disagree on an infinite number of things. But, | think any of us could agree on 
this, if everyone just takes the time to watch, to listen and actually think about it” Don grinned and tapped 
the side of his head again. "Big if, right?" 


"Big fucking IF," Donald repeated, just as he'd thought back during their first conversation 


Well, | can plainly SEE why you haven't really been trying, either.. but things HAVE been changing here. We've 


made some headway.. not everyone is quite so resistant now. ‘You don't have fo try so very hard.. 
"You've probably gathered, I'm NOT exactly one to drop my defenses'th that easily for just anybody." 


"Considering you once acted like | was the safest person around, and even then, the most you were willing to 


do was hide in the corner for everyone else behind me, because | was more likely to leave you alone when you 


weren't prepared to get dive-bombed by everyone else about the event you were coming out of?" Don raised 


an eyebrow. 


"Damn right." Even Donald had to smirk at the recent memory. "Other than that, | didn't have much reason 
to be sure about YOU, either." 


"| rest my case." 


"Then SOMEONE came along and chased me through a thunderstorm, until | realized and had to swallow up my 
pride and accept that he wasn't going to let it drop until | did. Not that | can regret it in hindsight." 


"You wouldn't be fooling anyone." Don laughed at the mere suggestion. "You and Neal Doughty have been thick 
as thieves since just a few days after he got back. | don't even think you have to be trying that hard to 
notice that." 


"Well, if that's not an example of someone taking the control we have here in Lapse, | don't know what is. And 


that's just with two -once Lanier got in on it" 


‘Ive noticed plenty alright. I'm not unlike Allen, watching things.. even if | have lost the motivation to do so 
much with what | learn from it, after enough times of having it backfire." Don's playful demeanor took a 
serious turn. "But | am glad it's been better received for the three of you." 


"Say, you think things MIGHT just have changed some since then?" Donald couldn't quite hold the scoff out of 
his voice. Thats alright, | think Ive got it.. in fact, | know EXACTLY where to take this 


"I think we've all seen some more things in events. Its anyone's guess as to how much everyone's chosen to 
learn from it” Don slowly nodded, squinting again. "But | guess there's a fair chance of that" 


Donald snorted again. 


"l'Il be BRUTALLY honest -more than you might ever see from me again. You know, Walter would probably 
give me hell for this part of this conversation. But then he'd probably give me hell for hiding under a bed and 
sniveling like a fool while OD'ing on antidepressants, too. And he'd have a LOT more reason for it, over THAT 
pathetic phase. So while there's a hell of a risk to this effort I've gotten myself into, that | myself would 


usually refuse to take, | haven't seen a reason to regret it, YET.” 
"So you're saying that probably must mean something," Don concluded. 


"To put it short, sure. | guess'th what I'm REALLY saying -while its not hard to imagine why someone like 
you would have some walls'th up around here, or why you might give up on trying, there's still some reason 
to take your guns off, if you're willing. | can't speak to the extent of some of the others, but you have at 
LEAST three people on your side. And the more we look, it seems like there are more on our side than you'd 


THINK" 


Don sighed, watching the traffic stop on one side of the crossroad for left turns onto Cloverdale going in the 


direction they'd come, suggesting it wouldn't be much longer before the light cycle came around. 


‘I've been pretty caught up in this event I've been in to take much notice of it, but | guess things have 
changed. People have been a bit less resistant to things.. The three of you being testament to that -along 
with everyone you've gotten through to." 


Donald smirked, and lifted out his upturned palm, once again, gesturing for emphasis toward Don. 


"Y'know, if Ritchie Blackmore could manage to come forward for ten minutes'th without blowing something up... | 


think it's high time you played YOUR card. Starting here." 
All the crossroad traffic on both sides came to a gradual stop. 


"| guess we are really are warriors in this fight, huh? It's a little more complicated than just a dream, 


whether we choose to be or not..." 


Don was staring ahead, and speaking in low enough of a mutter for Donald to recognize it as an internal 
thought spoken aloud -perhaps by all intention, letting him see within the wall he'd been lost behind. The 


terminology seemed odd, though Donald could figure out there was a reference to it Don knew plenty well. 


"All challengers of the Split world, may be the better term to include all of us. We all have a challenge to 
face here." With more intent, and a more lucid volume to his voice, Don turned to Donald. "I guess that's not 


gonna change, either way we handle it -accept it or reject it" 


Donald snorted as the green lights ahead of them switched on, including the left arrow inviting them to make 


their Eastbound turn onto Challenger Avenue. "Forward charge?" 


Don managed the ghost of a genuine smile as he made the turn along with their line of vehicles and 
accelerated onto the straightaway, until they were soon moving freely at a gliding 65 miles per hour, along 
gentle, rolling slopes. Few other cars aside from their caravan were in sight, leaving little resistance against 


getting down the road. 


"Forward charge." 


May [5th Continued: Take Your Guns Off If You're Willing 


Author's Notes: 

The conversation continues, and just as in reality, the fight is far from over in Appomattox, and it won't 
always be this relaxed, but it's a start -an optimistic glance at what things could be -and the journey to the 
events there started long before this road, going all the way back to the "Flashbacks and Fever Dreams" 
chapter. | feel like road names are like chapter titles -it's all parts of the same, continuous story that just 
break it down into sections, which makes it easier to track how far along it is. This story has certainly come 
further than | anticipated it to back in 2019. There's still many chapters ahead, but there's a long-anticipated 
shift in tone from this point forward. The conversations aren't over, but this is the last truly complicated and 
deep one full of long-withheld secrets | anticipate (which, considering this was yet another chapter that ended 
up far longer than anticipated, l'm somewhat glad for) .. Things are going to be shifting toward action in the 
coming updates, which will mean more contributions across a wider span of characters. Subtle hints here at 


who will be next! 


Challenger Averue continued a mile down the road out of Cloverdale and through Bonsack, leaving the periphery 


of Roanoke's sprawl, before it took on a new name with the transition into the small, rural town of Blue Ridge. 


Still, beneath the new name of ‘Blue Ridge Boulevard’, it remained the same road, still running on toward the 


same terminus. With no turn or divide, the straightaway had only changed in name. 


For the next several minutes, running through the sparse towns of nearly-empty roadsides with worn-down or 
abandoned buildings, the discussion paused. Donald wrote his thorough notes and conclusions from the 
conversation so far, and the new ideas Don had proposed. While analyzing internally, he kept careful attention to 
their surroundings, in case anything seemed interesting enough, and considered the continuing metaphor they 


had carried. 


With frequent glances out the glass before him and beside him, Donald watched the first change of identity, as 
well as the next, somewhere between Blue Ridge and Montvale, at which the ongoing road became the ‘West 
Lynchburg-Salem Turnpike’. That carried through Thaxton, all the way until signs with flashing hazard lights 


indicated a banking down of the speed limit, approaching the larger town of Bedford, and a traffic signal on the 
other side of a hill ahead 


There, just before signs indicated an exit for the business route to split off, the name changed once again, to 
‘Blue Ridge Avenue’. Following the exit, the road appeared to no longer have a name at all by the signage and 
traffic signal poles marking the cross roads and driveways coming out of the gradually more-frequent 


establishments along the side of the road, going further into the town. 


It was about that time Donald finally caught up to his written notes, helped by brief pauses at a couple of 
stop lights that allowed him to scribble out his final thoughts and rough analysis without fighting against 
motion. Deciding they'd both had enough of a break following the high-strung first segment to their 


conversation, he looked to move onto the next. 
"You got a problem with me asking a question?" 


"You've asked me a few by now," Don replied, "and we've still got close to an hour ahead ‘till the first stop of 
the day. Go for it. Keep it interesting, I'd probably rather think about whatever you're gonna throw at me than 


whatever my brain won't shut up about otherwise.” 


Funny, you never struck me as someone so desperate for distraction. Though | guess you've got enough self- 
respect fo not grovel for it; there's something else | can respect. Perhaps | could have noticed the signs, had it not 
been for what my OWN brain wouldnt shut up about. Payback -or pay-forward -for Doughty, indeed 


"According to everyone ELSE here who's made a point of describing it, this is just a routine move and not an 
event, in some form." Donald's speech inflection gradually lowered, reflecting what wasn't truly skeptical, but 
far from trusting. "| have a LOT of questions. I'm also thinking that after however many events'th and times 
of doing THIS, whatever insight you might have on it would have a fair chance of answering at least SOME of 
them. I'd say that's probably more apt to bring any connecting signs together than if | fired off all of them 


one after another -but I'm not incapable of the alternative if you disagree." 


Don waved a hand and blew out through the corner of his mouth, and somehow, bringing the car to a stop at 


a red light seemed to emphasize the gesture even more. 


‘Oh, please, anything but the shotgun whenever it's possible. We're not coked out of our heads, nor are we in 


kindergarten." 


So you mean to suggest that sometimes the former could LOOK like the latter.. Donald snorted, humored by the 
thought, and plenty of ridiculous scenes it brought to mind. 


"Yeah, of course. I've been doing this song and dance since 20l6. | can assure you that for as big a jump it is, 
we're not going anywhere special or unexpected. This is entirely voluntary. Well, at least as far as how we go 


about the moving about. I'm sure some of us would pick one end of the journey and stay put if we could” 


‘| was gonna SAY." Donald noticed Don's quick insertion of a condition, in realizing his slip of indifference. "Reb 


didn't seem too thrilled about it until we took off" 


"He's easily out of sorts with stuff like this anyway. Though, yes. There's a lot of us who aren't fans of the 
hassle, though some of us are well used to it by now. Not my point, however," said Don, indicating a return to 
his intended suggestion, coincidentally as the light turned green and he continued with the rest of the vehicles 
in line. "Sure, there are semi-explained reasons why we haven't been able stay in Montgomery County during 


the summer, or in Norfolk during the rest of the year so far, without having access past a certain point to 


the buildings we've stayed in, and those cause us to not have much choice in moving. Unless we all did 
something like Gregg, Justin and Graeme, or lan Gillan and Roger Glover, and we went off and found our own 
places by freewill. But think about it; if you're doing that to avoid moving, you're technically still prompted to 
do it by the shifting of location” 


"You still have to do it at least once'th -and SUPPOSEDLY, at least from what I'VE been told -you could end up 


in the default location and have to find your way back to your location of choice after each event." 


"And which one's more worth the trouble? Which one ultimately makes you jump through more hoops in the 
end?" Don tapped at his temple. "Well, | think that's probably subjective. What's anyone's reasons for ditching 
the default location? Are events a far and few between thing for someone? Maybe there's a less frequent 
concern of traveling back to a chosen location for someone like that -like with Gregg Philbin, or Patrick Moraz. 
That's something different for everyone, and it's anyone's choice where that threshold falls. And then you 
start adding factors like Patrick's grudge against the rest of The Moody Blues, but that's a whole ‘nother 


discussion." 


Apparently so, since Ive never seen him here, and maybe only heard Ray Thomas mention him ONCE, if John Lodge 
didn't as well.. Considering when that likely was, maybe its a good sign | even remember ANY mention of hm at 
ALL. 


"But all that much still remains voluntary," Don insisted. "So is the process of packing everything up however 
we decide works best for us, and making the trip across the state by whatever road we choose. After trying 
a few things, this is what we've mostly decided on. Jon and lan are still partial to the interstate; Mick likes US 
58 for the reasons most of us don't like it -and that's all fine. We also know when this is going to happen, and 
we ultimately know where we're going to -which, depending on how quick your event winds up, you might get 
some signs to give you short notice of it, IF you're watching out for them, but you might not always get that. 
Not to the notice we get for this, anyway. Unless you're fighting that event hard, which would assume you 


realized it was coming pretty early on, and resisted it longer than most would." 
Oh, HEY... THERES a less subjective sign to work with Not that the first isn't worth making note of. 


"We're not jumping back into past eras in time -or forward from a past one you might have been in. That's 
always unique to events -whatever current event, or last one, unless it's been a significant amount of time 
outside of an event, anyway." Don squinted and tossed a hand up with an eye roll. "Supposedly there IS a 
certain point, if you've had enough time outside of an event, you can decide what era to default to in Lapse -l 
GUESS. Its not something I've gotten to experience myself, so | can't really tell you for sure. Try asking one of 


The Moody Blues, though -| know John would tell you straight up, if you couldn't catch Mike again, first" 


Fair enough -Allen's been TRYING to come up with at least one specific subject to consult John about, rather than 
Just sitting down with him and having no direction at all -or going to him for something Mike would be just as easy 
fo ask about. if not easier, when we've already started this discussion with HM. There's a possible START, if we 
dont come around to Mike again, first. And somehow, | get the sense youre suggesting John might be BETTER fo 
ask in this case, when his sense of each era wasnt skewed by psychedelic drugs.. which might just be TRUE. 


They've been unpredictable -I guess we HAVE established that more time out of an event means more freedom, 
AND more difficulty nailing down where someone might be. Not that some of us haven't TRIED to debunk that 
idea.. Youre still thinking it through.. What ELSE..? 


"Some people would argue with me -and I'm sure even Reb would be one of them -but | don't think moves like 
this have the sort of impact on our state of mind the way taking off for an event can" With his continuing 
suggestions, Don paused and held up a defensive, upward-pointing index finger, quite visibly still anticipating an 
argument, and more with each point he raised. "Now, that's not saying it doesn't have an affect on us. It does. 
But usually, at the most, we're just all stressed and grumpy for a week -which is just how moving is, and how 
it was even before the split. And that goes for everyone in the location, too. A particular event seldom impacts 
more than one or two bands. You can say we have some ways we're all distantly connected, but most of us 
didn't have enough direct connections where we would all end up in the same event. So, if all the other signs 


fail, when we're ALL in the same boat, what does that say?" 


"| can stand to take your word on most of that," Donald finally conceded, deciding to hold off on posing his 
reservation toward just how far those distant connections might possibly go, at least until the defenses 
receded again "But, how about when you're leaving, or when you have to deal with some event you're caught 
up in here or whatever -when you've BEEN here and you're not just waking up in it for the first time. Is 


there a need to travel to get there?" 


Don raised his eyebrows and gave a single-armed shrug while keeping his other hand on the wheel. "Depends on 


how it happens. Sometimes you do." 


Well, | have a lot more questions on THAT, so | guess that's where we're going now with THS. "See, that's just IT. 
How do you KNOW when to just up and take off for that?" 


"That's something you'll have to find out for yourself. Not because I'm denying you, but because there's not 

really anything to describe that | can" Don shook his head and gave a regretful, bewildered grin. "You just know. 
| wish | had a more interesting way of putting it, but that's just it. And maybe you can control how it happens, 
but in some way or another, if the event is strong enough, and you're past a certain threshold of approaching 


it, i's gonna happen whether you want it to or not" 
‘Its not disinteresting," Donald retorted, "though | have a lot more questions from THAT. How many differences 
would you say there are between taking off on a move like this, and taking off into an event? Are there any 


others than what you've already suggested?" 


"The moment you experience it for yourself, you'll know better, but it might as well be everything | guess... 


Don trailed off, squinting in deep thought. "..Gee, what IS the biggest difference?" 
"So there's a lot more of them. That's cool; I'm listening." 


| can tell you, this is the only time in Lapse that there's ever this great of a huge production before going 


somewhere far away. Starting nearly a week before it happens. Even when | myself don't need this much 


aggravation with traveling, it always manages to happen somewhere, if we're staying in Lapse. Within an event, 
its not as much as with this, but there can be a little more aggravation than necessary for me, as well. Not 
that it isn't on par with having band mates coked out of their minds, or in some other crisis. You know, it 

doesn't take me too much to have my bags packed and be ready to leave a hotel for an airport. | can do that 
without a problem. But when | have to deal with someone hungover and strung out, and making sure he got up 


on time and packed up, there's more of a fight with that." 
Ím still glad to not know this part of the touring hassle past an extent, but HI take your word on THAT, too. 


"When it's to get pulled from Lapse into an event, there isn't any thinking involved with anyone I've ever seen 
You just get out and go. Half the time | don't even know where l'm going -and | get there without remembering 
how | did it" Don shrugged and chuckled ruefully. "Seriously. | do wish | could tell you something more 
meaningful, but there's nothing to say." 


"Well, there's no point in trying to pull words out of nowhere, so I'd rather you not, in that case. Nothing 
sounds more stupid than talking filler in circles'th.' Donald sprung an inquisitive gaze with another idea. "Say, 
maybe you could say how much thinking ahead you WOULD put into it, if it were entirely up to you, compared 


to what it is, now?" 


"Wow, | guess that is a good midway point of comparison to bypass my having a lack of a better description,’ 


admitted Don, a tad taken aback. "Nice thinking that through." 


If everyone's down for getting into all the dark details'th, then what do they say? If there's not a door, find a 
window?" ../f you can even call it THAT? Seems more of getting in a crawlspace, and making implications of whats 


above it. We might BOTH be shocked on how far we've gone by the time were at the end of this trip. 


A quick glance at a road sign after the on-ramps returning traffic diverted to the business route indicated 
another name change -now the ‘East Lynchburg-Salem Turnpike’, as opposed to the West side they had been 


on before. 


"| prefer being spontaneous about it, sometimes. If you could call it that," Don offered, whilst watching for 
merging traffic, and accelerating with the signs ramping the speed limit back up onto the next, sparse 
straightaway. "Depending on where | am, what era, and who l'm with -like | said, there's a lot more involved 
when I'm traveling with people who can't be responsible for their own crap without me having to watch them 
every step of the way. | guess that's why there's still always been a little more aggravation in the events I've 


encountered it in, since pretty much every single one of those involved that to a point" 


‘Of course; why wouldn't they?" /t always had to be SOME fucking crisis or another back in the day when WE 
toured, before pulling the plug on it. Why WOULDN'T that be accentuated for someone touring in an era that was 
supposedly even more hectic? Not that | would know from my own experience.. But there's yet another case in 
point for the idea that parts of Standard life that had more significant impacts will have a greater presence in Split 


world events. 


‘tm not stupid about it, though," Don continued, turning to take visible note of the snort and near snicker 
Donald had in response. "No, seriously. | don't just take off driving somewhere without some sense of where l'm 
going, unlike with leaving on an event, when it comes right down to the line. | don't show up to the airport 
without a reservation thinking l'm just gonna get a last minute ticket, or not taking into account if and what | 
should pack for where l'm going. But | can decide | want to go somewhere on my own, make up a plan to drive 
-or check out what flights are available if it's somewhere far -and pack up and go in a matter of just a 


couple of days. If its a short drive, maybe the same day." 


"Fair enough. You make note of risks, but don't create unnecessary drama over them, given the choice. Like 


some of all this seems'th to have." 
"To a point?" asked Don, grinning knowingly. 


Donald rolled his eyes, questioning if he would get away with going all-out, mocking and making fun of the chaos 
while with Don. Neal would be alright with it, considering he'd already done his version in regard to even his 


own band mates. 


Oh, tuck it; we've been real enough up until this point. This conversation gives a LOT to think about, and to discuss 
later, but Im gonna start getting BORED at some pont.. And you talk about thoughts that won't shut up; those 
dont usually end any better for ME, either. 


"Well, you know.. ‘Don't do this! ‘Don't do THAT! ‘Get to bed on time, and you'd BETTER not let me catch you 
up and sneaking around! ‘Hey, I'm gonna need you to tell me EXACTLY which of twenty storage bins'th this ONE 
specific item is packed away in, and prove that it is INDEED packed away.. but | want you to do it without 
unpacking half the thing! How, you ask? | don't know; YOU figure it out! And while you're at it, would you mind 
checking and make sure that cabinet above the sink got emptied out? I'm not sure if nine times this morning 
across six different people was enough -if we don't check it ten times, something WILL get left behind. 
Goddamn, and | thought / was paranoid. Give me a break!" Donald scoffed at the thought of the other big 


outcry of the morning, before allowing himself a more sinister smile. 
Don grinned ruefully and shook his head, emitting a soft snicker in anticipation "Oh boy." 


"Even BETTER -'Who in the HELL parked a big old moving truck across the street?" Widening his eyes, and 
pitching his voice up half an octave, Donald feigned a stutter over rapid, frantic speech. "There's no -they 
can't DO that -you guys, there's signs out there, everywhere! Really, you can't miss those signs'th -you can't 
tell me they missed them. There's NO way they didn't see those signs! This ruins everything! Now how are we 
supposed to do this'?" Breaking imitation, Donald punctuated his return to deadpan expression with a nasal 
snort. "Yeah, ‘make no expletives'th of it, alright. In other words, you're being told kindly -in MY opinion, 
probably TOO kindly -to shut the fuck up and deal with it" 


"You know, like | said earlier,” said Don, in all seriousness despite the amusement in his eyes. "There's some 


things where there's only so much you can do, and some things you can't change regardless, and it's not 


worth driving yourself crazy over it. There's ten other things you can do something about that's more worth 


your time and energy.” 


"Yeah, since you could have started doing what we ultimately ended up doing twenty minutes ago, instead of 


making THAT shout." 


"And | think it can depend on how you see it, too -like anything else, really. Like with events to a point, | think 
we also can have more control of what happens here sometimes, when we try to plan it to what we want to 
have happen and have most of everyone on the same page. Though, there's a tipping point where it becomes 
too much, where | think that not only do we start setting ourselves up for failure somewhere, but we miss 
better opportunities. | think we get too caught up in trying to control some parts of the situation, to where, 
like | just said, we completely forget about other parts we can try to control a whole lot easier, and those 

might do more for us in the long run. And, as | said even earlier, getting others to recognize the amount of 


control we could have, and getting control over those parts-" 
"-Egsier said than done," Donald finished, internally hearing Don's impending echo before it even came. 
"Easier said than done." 


CALLED it! "So, you're saying things'th like Mick trying to keep away from Jeff here for awhile to not upset 
him, rather than encouraging that part of the event forward by trying to face him here? Which MIGHT have 


knocked down some of the tension within the event itself by making that choice exterior to it?" 


Don nodded, managing an encouraging, almost proud smile, despite the pain in his eyes, and seemed grateful for 


the slight, genuine regret Donald showed in his tone with the question. 


‘Our trip to Catawba proved that quite well, and | think their anticipation of spending more time together in the 
city over that indirect message just now goes to show it even further. Now, I'll cut Mick a break on waiting 
for this move. The last few months have been difficult all around, to say the least -nearly everyone has 
something going on, and | think he just needs a long break from Montgomery County. It's not where he needs 
to be to face this situation. But, come arrival in the city, Mick could keep trying to avoid Jeff. | can keep 
working with Jeff to help him recover after every single nightmare, until the cycle breaks. For a week, maybe, 
until they come back. Already, | probably owe a life debt here for how much John Lodge has helped with that. 
We can all go crazy trying to manage the situation here. But if we're expending all our control here managing it 
all just like in the event, we're not fixing it. Work on it here, it's possible it could be a bit easier moving 
forward when we get back to the event. If for no other reason than getting rid of the more negative 
anticipation -if it's not too bad here, maybe it won't be so bad, there. Maybe it could be easier to collectively 
change things to go better than before, given that. Again, you still have to get everyone to agree and line up - 
that goes beyond dealing with tension 


"So then you've probably also thought that its gonna come around to bite some others'th around here." Donald 
sneered. "To his credit, | think he's aware of it to a point and trying his best, but God DAMN does Eric try 
with Albert, when he might do better laying back and not encouraging him. And Neal's already admitted how 


much better off his band mates would do if they just acknowledged things and dealt with them, instead of 
making Gratzer do damage control after every little squabble Gary and Kevin get into.” 


‘Oh, please, don't even get started there, we could get all the way to Norfolk and drive all the way back before 
sorting out everything you could say about that," Don groaned, shaking his head. "Yeah, it's great that Kevin 
finally admitted to some undeniable signs of things last month, but he's gonna have to be willing to go further 
than that, and | doubt he's done being hard headed over it" 


"Are you kidding? If you thought he was, I'd question if you were thick headed." 


| hate to say it, and l'm not wishing it on them, but those two are gonna be in a world of hurt someday if 
they don't quit tying their hands back. Probably not far from the one some of my closer friends from my era 


were once in. I've already seen it bite a few of us in the ass, here." 


"By chance, something to do with a guy Neal told me about by the name of Robbin Crosby?" An intensified look 
of pain gave Donald an affirmative strong enough to prompt him to back off and quickly shift to another 
example. "And of course, lan Paice and Jon Lord" 


| would tell you more about Robbin, if | was sure he might not turn up in the city sometime. He pops into that 
default location a lot more; he definitely feels more at home there. But really, he was the one who helped me 
get over my own hurt sense of pride and see where even | once got caught up in that mistake -even after | 
knew better. | guess none of us are truly immune to it, if we get too caught up in what we're dealing with." 
Don snapped his fingers and pointed out the windshield against the steering wheel. "Like these events getting a 


better hold on some of us now. And yes, lan and Jon, as we mentioned, for as much as they tried” 


"They did talk at length about that incident with Allen and |, and more or less suggested it, so they seem more 
aware of that caveat to gaining control. This seems'th like a fair question to ask some of the others about." 


The other question is whether you'll TRY. 


Taking advantage of rolling up to a stoplight controlling turns onto an interchange for a northbound route to 
Amherst and Charlottesville, Don turned completely to face Donald as he tapped the side of his head, with 
spirits visibly lifting a touch. 


"We'll be stopped in Appomattox for lunch not too long from now -and we'll probably be there for at least half 
an hour. It does sound like something to talk about with Neal, Mike, and Allen -though I'm not sure. With all the 
ways that could go, we might be pushing it on time for that." Don paused and sucked air through his teeth for 
emphasis. "Maybe still, we could at least run that idea by them, give them the rest of the drive to think 
about it, and catch them sometime after we arrive in Norfolk And then if anyone brings up anything else, | 
guess we could go from there. Maybe even see who would be next to make the suggestion to -or if you can 


think of anyone else." 


Hey, if | can do if, there's no reason why you cant. Maybe we ARE getting somewhere with this -do | DARE 
believe it? 


"IIl do it -if YOU will | havent had much chance to get to know him, but Bruce has been pretty tight with 
Neal for a week, and he at least seems REASONABLE, if nothing else'th." Lowering one eyebrow into a hesitant 
expression, Donald opted to display his caution clearly, in hopes it would defend him from any chance Don would 
mistake the next suggestion as an offensive move. "I actually talked with Jeff the other day. Not for long - 
John Lodge sort of started it. He didn't seem opposed to talking more about it at some point, since he had 
stuff to pack up. He wouldn't shy away from talking about it in terms of OTHER events'th, would he?" 


Silence. The quiet groan of the car engine accelerating and transmission shifting with yet another light cycle 
coming back around to green. Donald took note of the signs suggesting they were passing through the outskirts 
of the town of Timberlake, and the short number of miles to passing through the independent city of 
Lynchburg. The latter was further suggested by yet another change of the road name, simply to ‘Lynchburg 
Highway’. 


"No, he wouldn't." Another pause. "I guess that's true; | haven't really thought about trying to talk to Jeff 
about that too much, since this has started. He's reasonable, but I'm used to him having his bias." Regret 
crept back on Don's face. "He's not coked out, and George isn't here -it's probably not fair of me to expect 
him to make a problem of it on his own. I'm just used to having to avoid it with him, when George is here. And 


same with Bruce. | think he'd be willing, actually. But | just give it up when Kevin starts up." 


"Old habits die hard?" Well, seems nobody is immune fo THAT.. Better to know NOW than find out later, even | 
could potentially work myself into a trap around any event set in a studio.. Not that perfection wouldn't be worth 
suffering some degree of consequence -I guess therein lies ANOTHER instance to question how worth fighting the 


course of an event is "| guess we'll have to figure out how to force Kevin to control his -or distract him." 


"And that has its pros and cons, too," Don agreed. "Until then, since we were talking about so many things in 
terms of this drive, with how voluntary it all is, how about | put events in terms of that highway analogy we 
seemed to be favoring earlier, to pass the time? If you like the idea of continuity, since | know you're taking 


notes, and if | know well enough, they're probably going toward something greater than that" 


"You know, most days, I'd say it's not that serious, compared to actual concepts'th, but since we've got 
however much time left, why the hell not?" But / do LIKE the thought of continuity, for the sake of perfection.. | 
could continue it myself if | saw it that important later, but | suppose it wouldnt hurt to hear your fake, too.. 
When you're considerate enough to provide if. Good to know you haven't stopped paying attention, even after giving 
up on nearly everything else. 


"Alright -the voluntary or not debate," suggested Don. "We had to leave today -there's something against it." 


"Technically not voluntary, even with the choice." / could have done without the hassle of moving, but whatever. 


We already figured, its gonna happen at least ONCE, even if we try to avoid it 


"Same as an event -try to stall an event and succeed, you may eventually deal with it later. Break off and 


choose your own place, you may end up back at the default, and have to find your way back after an event. 


And now that we're on the road and the move-" 
"Perhaps it's a bit more voluntary, but that's'th subjective." 


"Which is where it might be hard to find a way that satisfies everyone. We're going by US 460. For once, 
everyone here seemed to agree on it, which is nice, but doesn't always happen easily. Even though we did all 
agree, Jon would have taken |-64 ideally, had BI been calmer -it's not perfect for him. Yet, he had the choice 
to keep going North, so he still made the choice to divert today, instead." 


Not a great course, but safer to potential alternatives.. Yeah, that COULD be the opposite case of events that 
may be safer not to fight, like Allen and Reb discussed.. IF such a thing exists, where it might end the same, but 
the alternative course to try for might NOT prove much better as hoped.. Or perhaps thats the worsened 
variation you've described with George Lynch, which should ultimately end the same way. NOTED to debate this 
with Doughty.. Or PERHAPS ask John Lodge, if he knows how true that IS. 


"Mick's riding down US 58, which actually involves taking BI in the opposite direction and getting off on a 
narrow, single-lane state road to pick it up. Now that's a path you're really going out of your way to choose," 
Don explained. "Go another half hour West before you go East, then skirt the bottom of the state at the 
widest part. So it takes longer, there's a lot more undivided highway, and there's a lot more wild bends with 
plunges on either side of the road. Some of us had to do it once in 2017, when eastbound 460 was blocked 
before we could even shift onto 81, and we couldn't get to the other ways. That time was NOT by choice, and 
almost all of us hated it" 


"Yeah, | think I'd hate it, too, even BEFORE being forced to go that way." Thats more complicated.. | could see 
THAT paralleling to a couple of completely different instances.. Funny how opposite extremes aren't always so 
different.. 


"Amen to that! But, for Mick, you know, he Akes to make all those wild bends on his motorcycle. It gives him a 
thrill that this road won't. He also has less traffic to dodge than if he went way up through the mountains to 
pick up 64 for all those hills and bends up there, so he has room to really pull his stunts and enjoy the twists. 
So you know, while most of us were bitching and moaning about how much it sucked, Mick had it all planned 

for the next trip. He was having the time of his lfe. All those ways are different, but it's up to any of us, and 


it doesn't seem to matter which one anyone takes when all end up at the same place." 


And YET, more evidence fo just how difficult it CAN be to change the course of an event, if nobody is willing to 
come to an agreement.. Not ALWAYS for bad reason "Or it doesn't seem to matter, until it DOES, because 64 
is often more straightforward for Jon, THIS looks less terrifying to me so far than riding any longer on 8I to 
GET to 64, and | guess if Mick thinks 58 is fun because he's fucking CRAZY.." 


‘Oh, he's crazy, alright. I've known him for over thirty-five years, and | still don't think I've found every side 
to that." Don gave a short laugh. "But that's exactly why -Hell yeah, it does matter!" 


"| guess that's another reason why it might be difficult, fighting the past and changing it in an event," Donald 
figured. "Say if everyone on each side of a conflict really DID have good reasons to want to stick with their 
way -whether it led to the downfall of any association in the past or not. SURE, it works fine for THIS when 
Mick can choose to make the trip by himself. But | don't exactly NEED experience to know that two or more 
people can't just go through the same event in different ways -and all the stallings'th seem to be proof of 
THAT. Especially when they don't seem to end until someone caves and gives up getting their way." 


"Nope, you can't. Everyone's gotta go through it the same way." Don sighed. "And I'm pretty sure that's part 
of why everyone needs to be on the same page to change something. You control it as best as you can when 


you can, Every now and then though, it doesn’t work." 
"Pretty fucking hard to please'th everybody, if you ask me." 


"And the more differences you've got, the harder it is. Sometimes you want to go 64, and you end up splitting 
for 460 anyway, because BI is just too crazy. Sometimes 460 is blocked and you have to take BI South and go 
West to get to 58 to go East. And when you're all in the same event, it's ultimately like being in the same 
vehicle. Everyone in it has to go the same way, whether every passenger is happy with that or not.” 


"Which really sucks, but if there IS nothing you can do, might as well not waste your time." 


"Stop fighting what you can't win, come to a compromise -if you're even able to do that with whoever you're 
dealing with, and just get it over with," Don finished. "Might as well just get on the road, because you're not 
going anywhere sitting, pitching a fit and making yourself crazy. Slow progress is at least still getting there. 
Find a map and find a way through that'll get you there." 


"Alright, but then, say, what do you do if there IS no map? Someone or another's gotta get together at some 
point, check their known territories against each other, and DRAW the damn thing, right? Isn't that what we're 
trying to do?" 


"Yeah, fair enough," Don agreed. "Then the trick is just seeing whoever will trust following it for the first time, 
and who'll just call their doubts." 


"And how else are you going to DO that, aside from getting it over with and actually doing THAT, too?" 
Honestly, Id hope some would give themselves away by calling their doubts in the middle of the process.. Tells me 
where NOT to waste time -and who ELSE is WORTH chasing for the time being. This must be another example of 
what Allen meant, having to do potentially uncomfortable things to avoid worse. 


"Well, | trust what you, and Allen and Neal have come up with." Don pointed to a road sign as they drove past 
the last of the exits in the cluster about Lynchburg, listing the cities ahead, and the distance to them, with 
Appomattox being just twenty miles away, and with the speed they were maintaining, perhaps that many 


minutes as well. "Yes, I'll help out. We'll see who's in the mood to talk when we arrive." 


On mutual decision, both Don and Donald opted to pause their conversation where they'd reached a temporary 
conclusion, until they could further consult anyone else. Rather than shifting to another topic, spending a few 
minutes to regroup felt in their collective best interest, with both being undoubted introverts. During the 
short time it took to pass through Thomas Terrace, Concord, and Stout Spring, Donald wrote down more notes 
from the second wave of conversation, physically processing patterns and speculations, whilst Don silently 
mulled over new perspective over in his head, grateful to have something better than recent events to 


endlessly ruminate on. 


Twenty miles flew by quick as a short part of the entire three hundred, but proved just enough. Both were 


feeling inclined to pose other questions, when Joe Bouchard's voice crackled over the walkie-talkie. 


"Hey, this is BOC to everybody: stop the train! Kroger's up ahead on the left. Traffic light has a left turn signal 
right on in!" 


Inevitably, only half the vehicle caravan made it through the intersection behind the turning traffic waiting in 
front of them before the lane signal switched, leaving the rest to wait another cycle, though nobody seemed 
concerned enough to make mention of it over the radios this time. It was clear enough for anyone to navigate, 


regardless of experience with the ride. 


Both Eric and Paicey would even remark it to be a good thing, as it spaced them out enough to not create a 
traffic jam at the gas pumps, and made for a situation that didn't draw as much suspicious or awkward 


attention with everyone entering the store at once. 


It didn't take too long for Donald to find Allen, whilst walking down past the parking lot to a pull through into a 
park-like, open field, alongside which they'd all lined up the cars, staged for when it was time to take back off. 


"Ahh, feels like its been all day for just a few hours," Allen quipped. "How's the road treating you?" 


"Better than I'd willingly let my hopes get up to, and more so after getting off BI. What saved THAT part -and 
made the rest decent -was what | was able to get out of Don Dokken. What he told me without much 


resistance at all." 


"Is that so?" Allen started to sneak a look toward Don's car as they came up alongside it, and more specifically, 
toward the front passenger window, undoubtedly searching for pens left out, suggesting a notebook had been 


out at some point, too. 


"Yes, | have notes in there; NO, they're not finished yet," Donald retorted. "If IM gonna be the one writing the 
report for THIS ride, I'm not settling for less than perfect, and if anyone's up for assistance'th duty, it's Neal. 
So no snooping. You want what they supposedly call ‘spoilers’ these days? ASK -maybe I'll tell you something." 


"Message received, loud and clear," replied Allen, amusement visible. "Not sure whether your tone has me 
more excited with the suggestion you got something interesting out of it, or concerned about how difficult Don 


might have been for you." 


"Not terrible. Considering what | expected to encounter, multiple times." The start of a smirk turned more into 
a sneer with an unconventional undertone of regret. "He DID have a bit of a pity-party around the time we got 
off the interstate, but | guess'th | could say he wasn't far out of his right. | get what he was saying, anyway. 
And he had a lot of supporting ideas to what we've already heard suggested from it. So l'm not really 
complaining about that, either. I'd dare to say the last hour of so has been somewhat enjoyable. I'm sure the 
aftermath will be, once | get ahold of Neal and give him no choice but to work through the notes with me - 
BEFORE he tries to disappear again" 


"When he does, | might just have notes of my own to contribute -if it's a fair balance to the inevitable." 


‘Or, to what we can't control beyond putting off. | can TELL you're about to ask, and there IS something Don 
and | were hoping to throw out there for people to consider for later, so I'll give you that as ONE hint. Along 
the same line, oddly enough. Where would YOU say falls'th the tipping point of trying TOO hard to control 


things here, to where we start tying ourselves up and accomplishing the opposite?" 


Allen smirked more playfully, held up his notebook, and flipped it open, pointing to the page marked with the 
current date, suggesting he'd written something along the same lines before they'd even left. 


"You'll have something else to consider along those lines when we get to Norfolk, which | may or may not have 


hinted to Eric and Joe, more than once. Unless you want to ask me for spoilers, too.” 


"No thank you; | can handle being held in suspense," Donald quipped. "Allow me to finish mine, and we can make 
ANOTHER game out of comparing perspectives. Shouldn't be too long, anyway." 


"Shouldn't be for THAT.." Allen trailed off and winced as he looked over toward the commotion, further down 


the line of cars, where Eric stood face-to-face with Albert. 


The former, though undoubtedly exasperated, was outwardly calm and cool, standing with his arms crossed, 
eyebrows raised higher than usual above his glasses, whilst the latter was almost uncharacteristically snippy, 
ranting at Eric, swearing in strands of expletives, and pointing aggressively toward the van, before kicking at 


the front tire. 
"Stop with that shit," warned Eric. "RIGHT now, because we are NOT doing this all day." 


"NO! I'm fucking SICK of it. | don't get why we have to do THIS shit a hundred times over," Albert snarled, with 
bitter anger, before sitting down hard on the ground to pout. "lm tired of being non-stop in the van all day, 
event or not, it's never up to ANY of us, and staying stopped this long is stupid. You talk about how stressful 
this is; it could be OVER sooner." 


"Really?" Eric raised his eyebrows as he looked down to where Albert sat in the grass beside the van. "Well, 
I've got news for you. We're not taking back off sooner just for that. And you might as well take your attitude 
right back inside and flush it down the can Because your ATTITUDE is SHIT right now." 


Donald fought hard to smother a laugh behind a rising, mirthful snort, purely out of respect for Allen, who 
clearly was less amused by his band mate's tantrum -and possibly unnerved, going by the wary glances he 


kept taking that way. 


Well, there's at least one who stil doesn't see it as any part voluntary at ALL, at least not while in the moment. 


Dramatic, much? 


"Albert gets a bit moody at first when he's bored," Allen explained. "There's really not much we can do about 
that aside from waiting it out and hoping it doesn't turn into anything worse." 


"An event up and coming?" 


"We'll find out" Finally coming up alongside and leaning against the van, Allen tossed an upturned palm out. "It's 
too early to tell now, but I'm watching. If it is, 'm gonna try and get Eric in on trying something with me, to 
test a few things. IF he'll relax enough to get that to happen. He already knows there's only so much you can 
argue with Albert before he starts intentionally keeping it up -if thats not a simple example. Not that Eric 
has an easy time stopping before that point.” 


Donald looked over at Eric, who was still speaking in a calm and quiet tone whilst trying to reason with Albert, 
though clearly reaching the end of his rope. 


"You sure seem to enjoy cutting out a lot of work for yourself, don't you?" 
"Maybe. But | wouldn't have it any other way." Allen continued to watch Eric battle it out with Albert. 


"We're not gonna be here long, but we're having a break to talk to each other, stretch out, and eat lunch 
before we all pile back in our cars for three hours. If you don't feel like being part of our conversation here, 
find another one, or find something else to do. Look down the field -Ritchie's kicking a soccer ball around with 
Paicey, and I'm sure they wouldn't mind having a third player for a few minutes when you're with them half 
the time, anyway. Ray's talking to Jon Lord about stage mishaps -l'm sure that could be funny to hear about, 
and | doubt he'd mind anyone else listening. Gary and Bruce just now arrived back at their truck, and I'm sure 
you could try hanging with them, too. There's plenty of wonderful entertainment. It's your choice." Eric 
shrugged carelessly. "Join in the fun. Or finish your lunch, suck it up, and wait until we get back on the road. 


l'm done arguing about it with you." 


A few feet away, Bruce lit up and motioned like he was about to run back to the truck to grab a basketball to 
offer to Albert, but Alan Gratzer grabbed him by the shoulder and solemnly shook his head. 


"This isn't really a good place for it, Bruce. We'll have plenty of time for that when we get to Norfolk” 


"You all pull out the basketball on the edge of a random parking lot when nearly all of us are unable to drive 


right now because of it, and we'll be having some words," Neal threatened, though drab and lacking angry 


energy for the moment. "You think I'm joking -this time, I'm not. Please don't" 


"Guess you've got your own host of things to deal with?" asked Allen, walking past the van to check in with the 
other. 


‘lm not even gonna start," groaned Neal, walking over to stand with his fellow keyboard players. "I did say they 
were gonna drive me nuts before we left the parking lot, right? At least | can understand I'm NOT the only 


one. 


"Actually, that wasn't as bad as it COULD have been." Allen sneaked another look, where Albert now lay 
sprawled out to sulk, as Eric went over with Buck to see what Ray and Jon Lord were talking about. "l'm just 
gonna let that play out however it will for now. He's in ‘my way or the highway’ mode -considering the 


highway is actually his way, that must mean we're not going anywhere." 


"Fair enough." Donald took a glance down the line of cars beside the field, and down toward the end, noticed 
where Don was standing with Jeff and Reb. They appeared to be accompanied by John Lodge, and it seemed 


Gary was headed over to them, too. 


"Oh, take a look at that. Now IM the one dragging my feet, if that's not just checking in with Jeff, and he's 
actually rounding up John Lodge." 


"How about we go find out while John's with him and see if anything comes of it?" Allen looked to Donald, then 
to Neal with a gentle, teasing expression. "Hey, is this the first time we've been able to go at it with all three 
of us together?" 


"Seems'th to me, it is.” 


"Yeah, last time we had the opportunity, we all went on our own," Neal confirmed. "| went after Mike, he went 
after Don for the first time, and then | got hooked into all kinds of basketball hoopla, so the two of you went 
and had a field day without me. Fairly so." 


"Well, we could CHANGE that, for once'th," Donald retorted. "Maybe more often, depending on how well you 
figure out how to TIME when you disappear.” 


"Sure, why the hell NOT? Even when the two of you are having a laugh on me, it's not as chaotic as what 
goes down in our car -which is exactly why I'll TRY to improve our timing with what we know, but can't make 
any promises yet." With that, Neal accompanied Allen and Donald down the line to settle alongside Don and his 
band mates, who definitely appeared to be engaged in conversation with John Lodge, and Gary stood on the 
periphery, as if he was at least listening intently, possibly soon to be incorporated into the discussion. 


| see you've managed SOMETHING,” Donald remarked. "What'd | miss?" 


"Well, | was just talking to John about the too little or too much control thing, since he was over here with 
Jeff and Reb. But also, how he's had a big part in making things easier for those two to deal with, here. Which, 
| don't acknowledge it much -maybe not enough, which we might all be guilty of to some extent -but that's 
indirectly done some things for me, too. Considering what it could be for all of us, here," Don confessed. "And | 
don't want to dig in the specifics, but | know Reb had a talk with Allen, and that also has. We didn't spend much 


time back in our event, but | saw a difference. So, | guess if we're gonna have this conversation, first thing...” 
He nodded the silent, implied gratitude. 


"Is never any trouble," assured John Lodge. "I believe I've already told some l'm happy to lend my perspective, 


when the time is right for everyone else. Which includes whenever anyone who would like it is ready and 


comfortable with that." 


Donald looked at Allen inquisitively, noticing how John briefly met Allen's gaze. Allen met Donald's stare with a 


knowing smirk and shrug. 
Perhaps this is the time to start? 


Sure, why NOT? "So, going by what he was saying, do you also think there's'th a point where we hinder 
ourselves here, fighting the wrong things too often?" 


"There's certainly a line to draw," John offered, "and | believe it can fall sooner or later, and also be thick or 
thin, depending on who it's for, and the situation it falls within. I'm sure with some time, | could put together 
more specific instances, but its the approach I've always taken, from a management standpoint. | do not have 
to speak poorly of people from our past, who in the end did not fit in, but it will not lessen the conflict to 
vehemently insist some of the others do not do so, when they are expressing hard feelings. Rather, | ought to 
focus on working the entire conflict toward conclusion. Another case, it is my choice to decide not to take 
psychedelics. It is fair to insist that my mates understand the threshold at which it will impair their 
performance, and that they should not cross said threshold when we need to perform. However, | will not 
exhaust myself insisting that they not take them at all, when | realize they ultimately will, and their 


recreational and creative means outside of working times is not mine to control." 
"Not a bad way of putting it" /ronically, quite mature, for being a younger member of your band 


"We'll definitely think about it, and get back with you if we come up with something good," said Jeff, kindly, but 


sincerely. "Or Don might pass it along if he sees you first.” 


Don nodded, verifying the agreement. "That's something | don't mind doing, if it works out better. For one 


reason or another." 


‘Our door's open to you." Really, fo ANYONE willing to contribute and be reasonable toward other perspectives by 


now, Allen added, internally. 


"Hey, I'll tell you what -lll tell you guys now that | believe it. Case in point, what he and | talked about just a 
couple weeks ago -not even" Reb pointed to Allen. "Even before that, and in Standard. | know that's a weakness 
| have, because Kip was always trying to get me to loosen up and let things work out, anyway. Not always the 
easiest thing to do, but it can really backfire if you don't and you go too far. And its easy enough to think 
that would go further than just events, so yeah. l'm with you." 


"Well, first step to dealing with a weakness is owning up to it," replied Allen. "Remember that. It'll do a lot for 
you." 


"So..." Don Dokken paused and frowned, perhaps working past habitual inhibitions, before continuing. "Jeff and | 
also got to talking, because he tried calling Mick, but got his voicemail right away, because | guess he's in a 


dead zone. That led to him bringing up what you mentioned talking to him about the other day." 
"Yeah, about going up to Catawba, and what it means to some of us and all" Jeff chimed in 
"That was where John first came in to check on Jeff, and I'm assuming Gary was going to." 


"Yeah, | was coming over to check in, but now I'm just along for whatever goes." Gary beamed. "I don't have 
anything against talking about certain sensitive subjects, by the way, so don't worry about mel I'm just hanging 


out" 
"Gee, thanks!" Neal gestured, jokingly exaggerated toward Gary. "Easiest one of you guys to deal with today!" 


Don nodded silent thanks to Gary's oddly-encouraging reassurance, before continuing for the third time. 
"Anyway, between John checking in, and mentioning Mick, and going up to Catawba to try and make things 
easier to deal with -or as much as we could, anyway -that sort of led into ways we may have been trying to 
control this without realizing, just from connections we've made over time here." Hesitantly, he pointed between 


Allen, Neal, and Donald. "| know you guys know a thing or two about that." 


"Yeah, no shit. Actually, | think the way you described Catawba sort of plays'th into what Don and | were 
talking about, too," Donald tried. "Same mechanism. In terms of tipping points. But not so much with being a 
control freak over how things happen as with distance and spacing out the process of working through 


whatever you want to call it.” 


"Oh, yeah yeah yeah!" Jeff eagerly jumped in, nodding in agreement. "Exactly -you know, whether or not we 
want to do it, you eventually have to get together and deal with something, without running away. | said 
something about how sometimes you need something to make it difficult to run away from each other, so you 
can't avoid it any longer -but at the same time, too much of that could get claustrophobic. There was a 
moment in our event, right before that, where we had a discussion locked in a room to start the process of 
working things out. By our choice, I'll add. It didn't last long, so it wasn't too bad in hindsight, for what it was at 
the time -and | was kind of worked up over other things, too. But it probably wouldn't have been any more 


productive to decide to not leave that room until we worked it all out, either." 


"That's UN-necessary torture," Neal agreed. 


Donald snorted and pointed at Neal, seconding the thought. "That's great for what you do until you get a good 
recording, but | wouldn't use that approach for THAT shit. No point in that drama." / guess there is a point we 
ALL want to run away. 


"Which is why | was saying the other day, it worked great there a few weeks after that, because we couldn't 
easily get away from each other, but we had space to sort of have breaks from it and not feel like we were 
tiptoeing around everywhere we went. So it toned down the drama from both extremes. Maybe more for Mick 


than me." 


"John didn't make it up to Catawba in 2017, did he?" asked Allen. "I think Buck said he arrived in April?" Would 
have been too late for John to meet Jeff up there that year, | THNK.. 


"Yeah, they missed it with us that year by just two weeks, for the big visit. But Eric and Kip took Mike and 
Ray on a night trip later on" Don shrugged. "Actually, they did that so often, until we moved to the city, they 


may have spent more cumulative time up there than we did that year." 
"I'm sure that's true." John smiled, endeared by the thought. "They truly enjoy themselves on those nights." 


"The three of us actually had a conversation about connections here, not too long ago." Allen turned his gaze 
back to John. "And | know how Reb and Jeff came together, but for you, was it chance, or do you believe 


there was more to it, as well?" 


‘lm not aware of us having any connections, but Jeff and | are kindred spirits, more or less." John 
affectionately squeezed the younger bassist's shoulder. "When | first arrived to this world, it was greatly 
refreshing to see someone from the scene he was in, in his era -somebody who cared so much about the 
music. Even beneath the excess, when he fell into it, he never stopped caring about why it was so important. 
And he was kind -of course, more so while he is free of the drugs -but so many from his time had raging 


egos. There was almost nothing of the sort | saw in him." 


"Perhaps this is something Mike would describe as ‘feelings beyond ourselves',” suggested Allen, “but | can't 
help but see the patterns and the logic to agree with it. | suppose if John had been born in America, some odd 
years over a decade younger, he would have resembled Jeff in a lot of ways. Having less inhibitions, not raised 


under the stricter social norms in Birmingham back in those days." 
Don tapped at his temple. "Hmmm, that's not too hard to imagine, actually.” 
"Why, of course, and Mike has said this plenty of times," agreed John. "I doubt its purely coincidence we've 


gained the connection we have here in Lapse. I'm sure someone saw what we have in common and had some 


influence over that fate. Though it's not something | ever regret" 


‘Or that | ever would, either -of course not” Jeff shook his head, before ducking a bit bashfully, and sighing 
as if gathering strength. "As tough as this event has been, | won't ever not be grateful for John sticking with 
me in Lapse through it. Yeah, | guess it's just another thing lim going through. And | would get through it if he 
wasn't here, but | think it would be way more difficult. Way more. That, and he's great Just in general, John 
really is great. He's been a friend who's been a joy to have -and that goes for long before this event started. 
He's always happy, Y'know, always finding the good in every situation -and that's something | don't always see 
enough of with some of the guys from my time. Which, that's still not to say | don't love those guys -so | 


guess he gave that back to me, in a way, too." 


"The two of you had similar beginnings." Don, to the surprise of both Donald and Jeff, piped up and pointed 
between Jeff and John. "Getting into the music, and your first instruments." 


"And that really is true, too!" Jeff was quick to agree, and almost looked thrilled to share support of the claim. 
“Starting out with cello and piano, and then discovering bass guitar -and it all gave us the same kind of escape. 


| think we could have gotten along well, if we'd really had the chance to meet each other in Standard” 
"All three of us would have, mate. l'm absolutely sure of it." 


"That's not something we're unfamiliar with," Neal finally piped up. "What about you, Reb? Same as how you 
ended up getting on with Gary, more or less?" 


"Yeah, | pretty much just got to know John because | liked him" Reb grinned, ducking his head bashfully and 
letting his hair fall forward over his face. "Sorry | don't have anything more interesting than that, but that's 
it! Jeff already said, he's a great guy in general. And actually, not only does he have a few things in common 
with Jeff, but he's got a few in common with Kip, too. You know, the classical background. He's got a similar 
wisdom about him, and he's another singing bassist. He doesn't have as much mystery to him as Kip does, 
though -Kip has that witty streak in him that can trick me at the most random times, even with as well as | 
know him. Now that | think about that, though, | guess that could have some reason why | connected with him 
so fast, because | was dealing with that event where Kip and | were just getting started with each other, and | 
didn't really understand that side of him. So you know, | was being immature, having a pity party, and thinking 
Kip was mocking me. Because at first, we hated each other -and that was how it was in the event, too! Except 
| would get back to Lapse, and I'd know better, but there was still some part of me that was so mad, | couldn't 
just get on as usual with him. It was stupid, really." Reb broke off in nostalgic laughter, eyes lit up in 
amusement with how silly and lighthearted the recent past was. "You know, ‘| ove you to death, but | 
don'treally know how to handle you in this era and in this state of mind, and you're driving me crazy! At least | 
knew that wouldn't last too long, right? And John just sort of sat with me -after Alice had already sort of 
had a big, serious conversation with me -and he suggested that, with the same sort of calm vibe. And sure 


enough, | got over it, decided | was gonna figure out how to handle him like | did in the past, and we moved on 


with that event." 


John smiled endearingly in Reb's direction. "He was just very frustrated, and a bit lost. You know, | believe as 
we grow up and encounter more serious things, we forget how somewhat trivial matters can still have such 


an impact when we've yet to encounter anything to just that level before. And sometimes, just as we 


occasionally do here, we need to make a bit of space between ourselves, and just maybe -depending on the 


circumstances -consult an outside perspective, before dealing with those involved in it." 


"Ugh, | was a real jerk about getting that space, too. See? Kip and | were in the same sort of claustrophobic 
situation Jeff described. We were shut in a room, trying to work things out -or he was, when | was over it - 
and | actually snapped at him and slammed out of the room. If you can believe that reliving that wasn't too far 
from how we were at first, as much as | wasn't proud of it. I'm not sure if its more lucky he forgave me, or 
that Alice didn't tear into me for it! But John's been going off that to try and help me reframe some of this 
event and all its side effects to help me deal with it better." Reb shook his head and giggled, a bit sheepishly 
this time. "It's easier said than done. | can only see it that way, some of the time, but | get it. It helps me at 
least have a slightly easier time trying to understand and accept why Kip's not here right now, anyway." 


"We shouldn't need to get into the specifics when they may be difficult to discuss, but | believe the same can 
apply on greater levels with more serious challenges," John proposed. I've told him, if Kip believes that time 
apart is to protect him, there's a chance this may be a case where someone as wise as Kip would realize that 


maybe, in each of their states of mind, there would likely come a time they would be unable to handle each 


other." 


Don Dokken slowly nodded. "I believe that" He sneaked a look toward Donald, then back at John. "I can attest to 


that, between last summer, and now, to an extent, in different ways." 


“Alright | might regret this, but I'll be brave." Reb held up a hand, and grinned playfully, showing that he wasn't 
too torn up by the conversation. "You know, Kip concealed a LOT over what happened in Winger -l'm NOT gonna 


talk about why | think that's unfair-" 
"Yeah, don't do that," agreed Jeff. 


PLEASE, don't do that, Allen thought to himself, silently. He knew that harping on the bitterness would be Reb's 
rapid undoing, and likely an uncomfortable end to all conversation, but didn't want to discourage the 


conversation entirely before it had a chance to go in better directions. 


"-And then he had his own thing -and you know, there's only so much someone can take. As much as it 
frustrates me that we can't be there for him, or that | can't just make this situation go away, | don't know 
exactly what it was like when he snapped, or what he thought he might do. Or how he thought we might not 
be able to handle it. But, | guess it is true, it was hard enough, watching him conceal it for our protection, so 
maybe | wouldnt have been able to handle him like that," Reb admitted. "I'm probably biased, because | know 
how hard the alternative was to handle -and I'm VERY aware of it, lately! But then, at least for as hard as it 
was, | had good times with Alice, and Jeff. | told Allen last week, | wouldn't give that up to have it all never 
happen -and that's frue! And the thing John made me think about -with everything happening, maybe there 
was also a chance that Kip wouldn't have been able to handle me, the way /ve been. We didn't reunite until | 
started getting over a lot of it, so | don't know how true that is, or if it was just true for when he was in a 


bad way -but maybe that gives me just one way to predict how much longer this is gonna go on for." 


Didn't expect anything on THAT level from John Lodge.. | knew Allen and Don saw SOMETHING in him, but didn't 
expect there was THAT much brain under the overbearing sweet act Donald made internal note of the idea, 
cursing the proximity of Kevin Cronin, just on the other side of Neal and Gary, which was close enough to 
make him think twice on making physical note on the spot. Conversation with Bruce was a precarious 


distraction from the discussion that likely would shatter at any second. Give me a moment fo think on THAT, 


but don't go overboard | LIKE where this is going, but IM not gonna handle it if you spin out. 


"And then these two lovely boys came together, and they've done perhaps more for each other on their own 
than they would take credit for," insisted John, looking to bring the conversation away from the edge. "Just as 


the first time around" 


"Yeah, | know you guys already knew each other before, but just for perspective, what made that work out so 
well?" asked Allen, gesturing between Jeff and Reb. "How quick did that all come together, by comparison?" 


"Well, as you said, Reb and | did naturally gravitate toward each other here, because we did have a history in 
Standard -a positive one, at that, and even after we both left Dokken in the 2000s, we still kept in touch and 
had a casual friendship. As far as our current event goes -which might be a little more helpful in how we 
initially came together -it's a process, really," explained Jeff. "Maybe that would be a better way of putting it, 
or how it would have been if we didn't have that past of working together -or maybe if we weren't even from 
the same scene. Because Reb and | clicked almost immediately. We were never truly afraid of each other, even 
though it seemed like it at times. A lot of that just had to do with what we were coming from -maybe being a 
little more guarded than we needed to, but nothing that wasn't understandable. Aside from that, it just took 
some time to get comfortable doing things together, with what we'd just come from, and what we were used 
to. You know, composing the instrumentals and staying up all night in a home studio -that was something I'd 


always done with George up until then 


"And that was something Kip and | always did together," Reb added. "We'd never really done that to the same 
degree with anyone else. So it was strange at first, for both of us. | started out shaky with Jeff at first, but 
for different reasons than with Kip. Coming from working with someone we'd become so close with, we could 
almost predict unexpected things from each other just from knowing them that well -and then trying to do 


that with someone we'd met, but never really worked with before." 


"Which made it a challenge, for our own reasons," continued Jeff, with great understanding. "Those two hadn't 
really chosen to be apart -life just happened that way, and that's a painful and scary place to be in To be 
that close with someone, musically, and in any other number of ways at the same time, I'm sure it's hard to 


fathom pulling long nights and making that strong of a connection with anyone else." 


"Yeah, do y'think?" Donald snorted. / understand being respectful, but lets not trip ourselves by doing contortions 
fo tiptoe around the brutal truth "| didn't even TRY back in the day when | dealt with the same shit. And while | 
changed my tune not too long before ending up HERE, | doubt | would have then, even without the writer's 
block" Youre brave for that.. | should HOPE that's implied clearly enough 


"Which is entirely fair -and there are other ways where someone wouldn't have to face that if they didn't 
want to." Jeff was quick to add on, before anyone could say otherwise. “Some of us can do great flying solo - 
like you. Which is one way around it. Others, not so much, though. Reb and | can, but its not something we can 
do a whole lot of, definitely not without a certain amount of help. And at least for me, it requires building up a 


support band -most of which turn into side projects for everyone involved that'll reunite at least once." 


"How many are you up to, now? Four or five?" Reb made an exaggerated gesture of thinking, tilting his head 
and slumping his chin into his hand, index finger up over the edge, before laughing at the grin he pulled out of 
Jeff. "Yeah, | can come up with lyrics here and there, and | can turn out new riffs like no other, but putting 
them together and not forgetting how they all connect without someone like Jeff, or Kip -not my forte. And 
while | did go back to session playing for a brief spell to support myself right after Winger disbanded, | knew | 
wasn't gonna want to do that for very long" 


"So how was it, back then, in terms of coming back up from that time?" asked Neal. "Has it been lining up 
consistently for you, Jeff? Don't mind me; l'm a bit curious, because amidst all our basketball mishaps, we're 
climbing up from a low point, ourselves. I'm just glad so far, its mainly been general state of mind, rather than 
dealing with the actual ugly past -but it's lined up pretty well with injuries." 


Beside Neal, Gary cracked up and blushed. 


"Yeah, Gary was just telling me about some of that the other day! Well, it's still pretty early on, so while I'd 
say yes for a lot of it in a general sense, there's plenty of time for that to change." Jeff tilted his hand side 
to side. "It was gradual -| can't really say at what point | got over it, then, and | probably won't, here, either - 
which'll make it real easy to tell, right?" He broke off and laughed again. "But | guess of all the things here, 
that one's probably not so important to know exactly. There was a point at which | recognized | was really 
starting to get over it, though. You know, one day, | took a break from what | was working on in the studio, 
looked up, and | may or may not have mentioned it aloud. At first | couldn't describe it, but there was 
something about that day, where | felt more energized than | had in nearly a year -like, not only did | feel 
happy, but | felt hyper in a way | hadn't since the 80s. | don't know, maybe the hyper thing is more a ‘me’ 
thing. | guess if it's more relatable, | felt more like my normal self than | had in awhile, and maybe | had 
forgotten what that really felt like until then. Which in hindsight is kind of emotional, too, but it was awesome 


to experience -and it is." 


Gary nodded, placing an encouraging hand on Jeff's shoulder as he waved off the struck nerve with a grin and 


chuckle. 


"And then, you know, | realized -l felt like | could breathe again. There wasn't this -just this nagging pain inside 
me somewhere. | know that sounds really dramatic -| still can't really describe that any other way, either. As 
subtle as it was, its amazing how much difference it makes when it's not there anymore. And then it just 


starts getting better every day" 


Neal nodded. "That seems a good way of putting it. More touching than ‘I can get up and give a damn about 
what's going on without forcing myself to find the energy'." 


Donald snorted and pointed at Neal without spoken comment. 
Pison has the poetic description He's spot on, physically, but | couldnt have said it any better than what YOU said 


"Maybe I've gotten there -for now," continued Jeff, after another brief, preventative pause. "There's some 
legal stuff | faced that knocked me back a step when | was starting to get back up. That hasn't popped up yet, 
and I'm not counting on this event not running into it. But eventually, | got there and | stayed there. And then 
it started becoming easier to try doing things -not quite the same as before, but good enough for my 
purposes at the time. Reb and | started doing more of the same stuff that George and | used to do together. 
We didn't do things exactly the same, and it probably wasn't the same as it was for him." 


"Aside from writing and playing together?" Reb gave a short laugh as he looked over to Jeff, then back at the 
others. "Not even close. But it was so much fun in its own way -especially when we were working on the main 


tracks at his place together. By the end, | can't really compare it, even with some similarities." 


‘It was everything we needed it to be," Jeff concluded. "And while | don't like the series of events that led to it 
happening, there's not much | can really do about those but be glad for what they led to. While | wouldn't think 
so in the moment of reliving them, | really wouldn't ask for those to be wiped out, if it meant none of that 
would have ever happened. So | feel the same about it as he does -again, for different reasons. And then we 


were able to more or less help each other eventually reunite with our usual partners." 


Reb shrugged, and grimaced. "Ehh... I'm not sure if | want to really get into talking about that right this 
moment, though. | started the day feeling a little off, | don't really wanna stir anything up, and | know that will 
| know those of you who haven't been here as long might not think otherwise by what you've all seen, but 
honestly! Aside from the really hard times, like the first time | lived through this situation and with the band 
falling apart, usually, a lot of this is just not mel I'll be the first to admit, I'm a wimp and a nervous wreck, and 


more emotional than | wish | was, but not this much!" 
Don Dokken managed to laugh along with Reb. 


"Yeah, | can attest to both sides of that statement, if anyone doesn't believe him. l'm waiting for him to get to 
where he's cracking jokes non-stop again, but | think we'd better have Mick back with us, first." 


Donald shrugged, motioning upturned palms toward Don and Reb. "Well, if we're being this candid now, hiding 
under a bed and walking in the rain and slush for hours on end isn't really my thing, either." 


İt really doesn't come off as any less pathetic.. but | GET it. There was an understanding. Beside them, Don 
Dokken was slowly nodding in understanding again, of two who couldn't possibly be more unlike, somehow on 


common ground. 


"No, | would HOPE we all realize that how we are -or can be at times -during whatever you want to call those 


less pleasant events isn't necessarily how we are in general," Allen remarked, before turning to take a slightly 


wary glance to Albert, who was still pouting in the grass a few feet behind, and to Joe, who at least was 
occupied, jamming on acoustic guitars with Buck, rather than pacing about, mortified by his brother. 


"Well, yeah," Reb agreed. "I figured that much about you. And while it still is a little harder to remember it 
from within the event, | know from run-ins in later years that Don isn't the same as he is while dealing with 
things l'm not gonna get into. And | know that its eventually going to get better between him and | in this 
event, too. We'll actually be able to crack jokes between each other." 


"And that just segues back around so well! [ts probably going to be a matter of both of us getting past that 
feeling we have here in Lapse, too, before we'll be able to really start pushing into the parts of the event 
where we're past that point. And I'll be honest -it isn't easy," admitted Jeff. "It's not easy for anybody - 
doesn't matter how tough you are. | think it does help, having the hindsight to at least have a rough idea of 
how most events based on the past are going to happen. And with so many of us grouped together, there's a 
greater chance there's someone around who's been through something similar who can understand on a better 
level. For Reb and |, Gary understands us with the loneliness part of it -which is how he's indirectly gotten 


close to us." 


"That, and these two guys are funny as hell when they get going," Gary piped up. "Don's not kidding about the 
cracking jokes thing; | can't wait to see that start coming back. But | still love them when they can't 


"Oh, how sweet," Neal joked, clutching his heart and miming a sob against the back of a hand, before reaching 
over and gently shoving Gary, who retaliated by snatching Neal's hat and giving him a noogie over his thinning 
curls. "AHH! Damn it -okay, stop! Stop! | surrender!" 


"He surrenders -in Appomattox! Call an end to the fight!" Reb stood up and mimed waving a white flag, causing 


mass laughter around the lumpy semi-circle they'd arranged themselves in 


"No, that was awful for you. Just goes to show, we've got a long way to go in our camp. But, you ARE laughing 
at least," Don groaned toward Reb. 


"All in good spirits for it! Anyway," said Jeff, refocusing the conversation. "Gary couldn't help himself in the 
past with his demons, but he can be there for us, and if he gets to a certain bridge to cross, maybe we can 
be there for him to help him deal with it, when his own band mates can't. And then John has seen so much at 
lesser extremes, as the one who held his band together through all kinds of conflict, he just has an 
understanding of it that | can't even begin to explain -before getting in to us having already been close to him 
for awhile. All of that, and that's all I've got!" 


"Y'know, | think I'll be generous'th enough in this moment to give Jeff my respect for reining this conversation 


in however many times now, since | could have mistaken it for herding cats." 


Jeff cracked up in a wild peal of enthusiastic laughter, while Reb grinned and feigned reaching and grabbing in 


all directions, then reaching up to pry imagined claws from his shoulder. 


"You, stay here and be quiet! And you get back here -oh, OW! Claws! -Go back to this! But, that might be 
trying a little too hard, actually, if he'd been trying that hard" 


"Yeah, | didn't expect it to go that far, but | like where it went -and where we let it go," agreed Jeff. 


Well, | don't MIND where it went, considering what that gave us, too.. despite being all OVER the place, or that its 
probably gonna take Neal and I all night to get that in coherent order "| don't know, Allen, that might be a 


challenge for us, now," Donald quipped. 


"Yeah, | was just thinking, if we're gonna start and keep doing this with more and more of us at once. That is 
the one downside, trying to keep it on track -but if its for good reason, | could accept the chaos." Allen 
smirked, knowingly, before his expression turned serious and he dropped his voice to a more discreet level. 
"Actually, | was going to ask your opinion on some of what Jeff and Reb brought up, if you're aware of 
anything similar -or if thats going to be part of your notes for later." 


"l'm sure it WILL be in those notes by the time | have it all down," Donald retorted, "but, considering HE did his 
part in bringing this on, and it's not too much of a secret of what this is about between this small crowd of 


us, sure. l'm willing to provide some surface level details, where it supports the same ideas." 


‘lm sure the three of you have found some fascinating connections of your own that might not be too 
different from what we've found, if we are to line them up." John Lodge left the more obvious parallel 


unspoken, yet somehow, everyone recognized it. 


"Yeah." Reb sobered up a bit, though remained stable as he managed a regretful look in Donald's direction. "| 


realize most of what | said wasn't really news to you.” 


"If there's a point to be made, I'll make an exception. We're cool." Dont grovel when you dont need to, or that 
might change. "You know about it as well as anyone, so l'm not gonna bite if you point anything out while we're 


having this talk -if you can believe that. Fair enough if you don't” 


"Well, | was thinking it was more of a coincidence at the time, and | didn't really want to talk about it any more 
than | would have guessed you did, but | thought it was a little unsettling when you first arrived," Reb finally 
admitted. "You know, that we would both happen to be dealing with the aftermath of the same thing, more or 


less." 


Well, youre not wrong about THAT judgement -granted the worst Id probably do fo you then was glare and walk 
away. “Alright, how so? l'm not in disagreement, but | want to know what you thought about it. And, would you 


still say it's a coincidence'th?" 


‘lm just thinking, between the two of us, and Mike having that thing that didn't end up being event but maybe 
tried to, also having to do with drifting apart, and then Kevin and Gary having that moment on that one really 
terrible day that had them freaked out for half a week after -l'm just saying, it seems weird. Especially now 
that | don't have a fever while I'm thinking about it." 


"Now, more of us have been willing to admit there's some external influence on everything here," Neal chimed 
in, "so you're thinking whoever's controlling it was either also going through something like that, or at least 
heavily focused on the idea?" 


Reb nodded. "Yeah, that. At least, that's the only other way | could see it not being a scary coincidence. That, 
and for what actually became events with us, | just question how aware they could be of how many odd, 
chance similarities there are leading up to it. Changing musical scenes, drifting apart to deal with one thing or 
another, and the fact there's a car accident and personal tragedy involved in it for both of us really creeps 


me out." 


That IS unsettling, to a point. Not sure if its more unsettling for what happened in each situation, or that the two 
of us, of ALL people here -couldn't be ANY more different -are dealing with it at the SAME time -even with 
Neal's speculation. 


"| get what you're saying -the first point, not so much, though. There was a change in the musical scene that 
might have added some tension, but it wasn't all that extreme, or much cause for hindrance. | guess'th | could 
see where it eventually might have been a turn-off for Walter, and put him toward apathy, anyway, but we 
didn't get that far." And Ive seen more proof here than ANYWHERE else of that being just as well'None of that 
distance came on very sudden, either. Not even when he was spiraling down after the accident. By then, it was 
more that he wasn't himself, the creative connection wasn't there in the same way, and trying to pull 
everything together, to that level we always would strive for took a lot more time and effort. We GOT there - 
we wouldn't have stopped until then, however long it took, but we ultimately had done and maybe could have 
done better. We definitely DID better afterward, and enjoyed it more." Donald smirked, still pleased as ever to 
be able to recall the comeback. "Which, by the way, John, that's a pretty profound statement Reb mentioned, 
but you have a POINT. In hindsight, I'm not sure | really DID know how to handle him in his time out of mind. 
Not that it stopped me from trying until good material came out of it. But to think of it, I'm also not sure if 
he'd have known how to handle ME and what | was like in the middle of the aftermath. Given what THAT 


entailed." 
‘I'm sure, had he been able, he would have tried as hard as you did,’ John offered. 


"Maybe he would have, or maybe not. That's not something | really care enough about where it would offend 
me if he couldn't, anyway." Not sure.. there were DIFFERENCES coming up around then.. Hard to say how much of 
the apathy had to do with the accident. If not for that, | wouldn't put it past him to have the last laugh as always. 
| wonder.. WOULD an event to see the opposite case be worth it? Probably not worth wishing for, but if it 
happened.. | guess | WOULDN'T be opposed to finding out. It wouldn't be the worst thig.. 


"Well, instead, someone else just handled it in his own way, here." Apparently, Bruce had dropped his 
conversation with Kevin, and chimed in, seeing the perfect opportunity to tease Neal. 


Neal snorted. "Yeah, like YOU didn't do the exact same thing to me -not that | didn't deserve it for how 
difficult | could be for you. But yeah, | was stupidly brave -TWICE, no less." 


"And DAMN lucky | didn't entirely feel up to clapping back, if I'm gonna be brutally honest. That just happened 
to work both ways when it played out" THAT was probably more than a coincidence.. Whatever it was. No need 
fo say Im glad it HAPPENED, though, so | cant really complain "But | actually don't think Walter would have put 
up with me, during some of it -even if he were able. UNLESS he'd know just the biting remark to snap me out 
of it, which for all | know, he probably would. Had he been enough himself and in his right mind" Donald 
managed a less malicious smirk. "He always knew how to get the last laugh between us. Even if we were on the 
same pace for an entire exchange, and | could already more or less know what he was going to say next, he'd 
get himself one step ahead just in time for the end of it. It always fucked with my nerves when he didn't; it's 
how | could tell he wasn't all there. And that'll probably be a sign, here, too -for any event that might happen 


around one of those times." 


"Oh, yeah." Don Dokken nodded emphatically. "Anything thats very strictly to one sort of situation that you 
start noticing here is a pretty good sign to watch out." 


"Seems to be pretty consistent with what I've seen and noticed" Allen took another nervous glance behind 
himself. 


"I thought | noticed the two of you around pretty often after Neal came back and then ran out when the fire 
alarm went off. So do you all think that was just chance with what lined up? Or do you guys have past 
connections -if you're okay talking about it” Jeff toned down his curious enthusiasm with a slight hint of 
regret, almost as if he feared he'd been too eager to fire off questions. "Don't mind me; | just think its really 


cool to see where some of us connect!" 


"Well, we did talk about that the other day. | don't think we'd need to list all the reasons, unless you all think 
we should -or you WANT to." Neal motioned to Allen and Donald. "But yeah, we've got some things in common 
Out of all of them, | think working with the same producers at one point is pretty notable." 


"We've made note that there's a fair chance from that, that he and | may have crossed paths'th at one point, 
years ago in Standard. Could have well been right under my nose, and | never noticed him, or anyone from REO, 
then. There wasn't really much reason to in that world. Though | wouldn't mind knowing what COULD have come 
from it, had it happened. Not unlike what you and John described. | suppose'th this is the best I'll ever know. | 
still haven't seen a reason to regret tolerating HM running after me, yet." 


"Good to know," Neal quipped back. "I should maybe try to stick around more and see if that statement still 
holds up." 


"Damn right, you SHOULD" Allen didn't even bother to repeat the hours of work Neal likely had ahead of the 
end of the drive. 


Donald motioned to Allen, then to Jeff. "For us, he's probably not unlike what you described with John. Time 
period and nationality don't have much to do with it for us. There's less than between Neal and |, but we found 


indirect connections, between influence and origin" 


"But that's it -this is where | have a problem. | don't get what everyone keeps trying to insist about this." Out 
of nowhere, Kevin turned around and scooted in next to Gary to interrupt. "Why can't it just all be chance of 
how this is? If it has to do with who we all knew and were related to, then where's Brian May, or John 
Entwistle? Wouldn't they be here, too? | mean, we actually knew those guys well in the 80s -it wasn't just a 
couple of things in common, or a distant relationship. After Live Aid, we used to find time to see each other at 
least once a year -everything you all say doesn't make sense with that!" He pointed to Don Dokken and Donald 
Fagen. "And then that doesn't explain how they spend more time together above it just being how it IS here-" 


Don Dokken closed his eyes, inhaled deeply and noisily, and let out a long, slow sigh. 


"Well, GREAT-" 


"-No, you stop," warned Neal, pointing to Kevin, and then down to the bag with the half-eaten sandwich in his 
hands, which he'd ignored for quite some time in favor of watching and waiting for a chance to interject. "You, 


stop. Eat your food." 
Donald snorted as he watched Kevin sulk like a scolded kid, and Allen grin sympathetically and shake his head. 


"Just, let them talk about what they want to, Kevin. There's no harm in it" Gary sighed. "Finish your lunch - 
quickly, because we're not gonna be here much longer -and throw away anything you're not gonna have before 
we take off instead of throwing it in the back of the truck to rot. Its not 1912, and we're not in my old station 


wagon that was already a trash heap on wheels." 
"Gross!" Not even Bruce could help a repulsed reaction. 


"See, this is just another reason it's beyond me this band still exists in some formation in Standard." Neal 
motioned between Kevin and Gary. "H's a wonder we brought HM back before the success, and even more that 
it lasted more than TWO years. And I'm not sure if they figured out how to handle each other and lost it 
later, or if they never really did!" 


"More or less." Both chimed in, in unison. 


"It could be a love-hate relationship at time, but we were brothers," said Gary, holding up a hand with his 
thumb and index finger just barely parted. "You know, some days, heaven and hell are this close. One moment, 
we're at a disagreement, not getting anywhere, or something's not going the way we want it, and for the 
moment, somehow that equates to the end of the world. So /m in a bad mood, he’s in a bad mood.. Then one of 
us find just the right thing to make it all click together, or we get a phone call that something charted big, and 


next thing you know, it's all cool." 


"Yeah, that's playing it every day by day and just seeing what happens in a nutshell" Reb laughed. "I guess 
that's how it started out for Jeff and |, really." 


‘It's great while it lasts," Kevin finally ceded, agreeing to that point. "Eventually, there was a time where things 
started drifting apart, and suddenly, we didn't know how to handle each other again, either, and-" 


“Alright, that's where lM gonna put my foot down on this, because it's probably not a good idea for the two 
of you to go into that right now -so let's NOT," reminded Neal. "Sure, we can at some point, but, not today. 
Some of us had a rough start to it, but | think MOST of us have been in a fair state of handling things, and 
each other along this ride. Some better than expected -so let's take Reb's example and not tempt fate when it 


could destabilize anyway." 


"Actually, speaking of Walter and this phase'th of sorts possibly keeping everyone apart, he still wouldn't 
necessarily like handling where | am, now. For how much better it is than it WAS," Donald quipped. "He'd at least 
have SOMETHING to say for how sentimental certain parts of this conversation have been, for sure." 


"Well, I'm NOT sure," replied Neal, squinting and then putting up an index finger, playfully mocking the ‘lightbulb’ 
expression with an exaggerated, sinister grin. "Could he forgive it under the chance it's means to an end, as 
part of a grand scheme that's ultimately proceeding better than it has so far because of it?" 


A scheming grin spread across Donald's face to match Neal's. 
God, | like the way you think" 


He MIGHT.. depending on his mood, and what we were playing FOR.. Considering HE was usually the one to play that 


role when it came down to it 


God, | love moments like these, seeing it all come together. Feelings beyond myself or not be damned Allen 
laughed, displaying a genuine smile, lacking any irony as he observed the unfolding interaction, despite Albert's 
poor mood being one of the few exceptions to Neal's statement. 


“Amazingly enough," quipped Neal, tossing his hands up in response to the laughter around him and Donald's 
rare compliment. "| guess | still have a few brain cells LEFT to think with, after being with some of these guys 


for nearly fifty years." 


‘Is a wonder any of us do, right?" Allen's smile turned regretful as he took a look at everyone else heading 
back toward their cars from the field, rose to his feet, and turned around. He motioned for Albert to get up 


from where he was now sprawled listlessly in the grass, still having a petulant fit. 
"Up with it. Let's get out of here." 


"Yep," agreed Eric, stepping back over. "Looks like everyone's splitting up from their conversations and finishing 
up. Been about half an hour. Time to go. Five minute ‘til departure warning; everyone figure out your 
arrangements if you're switching up who's sitting where in your vehicles and you haven't decided where. Get 
your GPS back on and ready if you're using one. And if anyone needs to use the restroom and you haven't, 
quite frankly, we're adults and | shouldn't even have to finish that sentence. Don't prove me wrong.” 


"Between you guys, and REO, I'm glad I'm not dealing with an BOs set event for once." Don gave Eric a 
sympathetic look. "At least for moving. Seems like you guys are dealing with enough childish antics without the 


cocaine haze of some of my guys adding to it this time around" 


"Well, I'm hoping that's not what this is all about, but I'm not too impressed with the chances, seeing what l'm 
seeing." Eric sighed, taking a weary glance toward Allen getting Albert settled in the front passenger seat, 
where he presumably hadn't been before in an attempt to stop whatever situation they had going on. "We'll 
probably find out soon Gary, Neal, are you guys all good?" 


lm thinking the only reason it hasn't gotten too bad in the car for us, in terms of taking the friendly 
roughhousing we seem to be a little TOO prone to lately, has been me sitting in the middle backseat to 
intercept anything from starting.’ Neal shrugged. "But | guess I'll find out how true that is, since I'm gonna 
have to take over driving. Gary's ankle started bothering him this last hour, and itll be a long three hours for 
him if it gets any worse. I'd rather dodge that problem preemptively than pull over to deal with it, later." 


"We'll be alright." Gary smiled, despite how obvious it was on mention that his stride favored one leg as he 
headed back to the truck. "We're not dealing with the worst event we could be. | think all the moving around 


this morning just caught up to me is all 


Getting back on the road, the surroundings became gradually more sparse again. Donald spent the first twenty 
miles, up through the passing through of the small town of Prospect scribbling down main points from all the 
different directions the conversation came from, making note of everyone who seemed to be in agreement, and 


what was worth revisiting yet again. He would spend later parts of the drive getting it in neater order. 


Just before that, the Richmond Highway's decently long tenure came to an end, once again renaming itself to 


the Prince Edward Highway, despite still remaining the same road. 


"So," he finally spoke, breaking the silence, "I wasn't too surprised that Cronin pried his way in. | WAS surprised 
that got as far as it DID before he saw fit to.” 


Don squinted, gazing out on the mostly sparse road, now bypassing the outskirts of Farmville. 


‘Or that he didn’t until we were close enough to leaving, anyway, and actually stopped when one of his band 


mates tried to stop him?" 
Donald snorted. "I didn't think it was an unsuccessful attempt to stop him. At least for that moment." 


Don sighed. "Kevin showed a sign of reconsidering things in April, but | knew better than to expect he wouldn't 
bounce back and forth on that. It'll take a lot more fighting before he accepts any other view than what he 
wants to see -and maybe waiting for him to be in the right era -so we can all handle him better. Jeff could 


sometimes be a bit like that on some of it, back in 2017, right up until | sort of gave it up." 


"He had more to say, in terms'th of evidence, than | expected he would” 


"| don't want to take away credit from either of them by saying that has more to do with him being clean and 
off the blow during this era we're locked into, or if it has more to do from spending so much time with John 
Lodge and listening to him. But, some combination of those factors has done something -and l'm proud of him. 


You wouldn't have likely seen that from him a couple of years ago." 


"| don't disbelieve it" Considering he had more EVIDENCE of known things, and was agreeable to other suggestions, 
but couldn't suggest many NEW findings of his own.. That said, at least he had INSIGHT -there's a chance he might 
find something new YET, if he stays free of his hang-ups 


"And | don't think you would have gotten that much out of Reb with that much confidence from him even a 
couple of weeks ago. But you probably figured that out better than anyone." 


Damn right. "| guess its lucky | got out of you what | did, too." 


"I got used to keeping my mouth shut all the time to avoid a fight. Between George being here, less people in 
general here, and less people wanting to discuss what we knew so far then -it seemed like the only choice." Don 


shrugged, before nodding thoughtfully. "I guess | do have a better choice now." 


There was officially chance of the conversations continuing indefinitely after much reflection, and going beyond 
the safer participants. It had come to a comfortable stop for the time being, between social fatigue, and Don 
having plenty of less-unpleasant things to endlessly think about. 


Coming around a bend on the other side of Rice, and onto the Colonial Trail Highway, the tree line opened up to 
open fields on either side of the highway, only interrupted by a sign indicating that US-460 was about to 
merge and run parallel to US-360 for a stretch starting about two miles up ahead of them. A series of rolling 
hills stood ahead -gentle enough to not easily induce sickness for the short stretch they would last, and not 
steep enough to be difficult to drive without shifting into lower gears, but with enough height and depth to 
give the feeling of catching air at the top of each hill 


That was something well-known by those who had made the drive before, and it didn't take long for anyone 
new to find out. Eric made a warning announcement over the walkie-talkie system that on the other end of it, 


the left lane would disappear, and they would all need to get over to the right. 


John Lodge moved over right first, and slowed up enough to allow Neal to shift right. In a rare, playful 
moment, thinking back to games he and his own band mates had played in the 80s, Neal sped up to pull up 
alongside Blue Oyster Cults van and rolled down his window, which in turn made Albert decide to lower his on 


the front passenger side. 


Gone was his sulk, and he was grinning every bit as playfully as Neal's own band mates were in the back seat 


with the upward pull at the top of every hill 


"Are you taking the kids on a fun ride, too, Allen?" Neal snorted, flashing a brief smirk to his left. 


"Exactly." Allen responded with a brief, index-finger point past Albert, toward the right window, just long 
enough for Neal to catch a glimpse of it. "Why not? Why have it be any different when you can make 


something enjoyable within an otherwise tedious process?" 


"Dunno, you tell me -this is the first time we've driven this direction," quipped Neal. "Other side of the road 
doesn't roll like this!" 


"Just roll with it like you dol" Allen tossed a hand up nonchalantly. "Cherish the rare opportunity, as Blackmore 
would put it! There's a new town up ahead! New things to see!" And lots of new opportunities to consider, 


meaning more work ahead for us. 


"Rolling into Crewe," Don Dokken remarked, further down the line, merging over as well and guarding for Reb. 
"This is where we know we're a little under halfway there." 


Good.. Sooner we're there, the better chance ILL have of making sure Doughty sticks around long enough to get all 
this written up. 


In the lane beside them, both Don and Donald could see Reb and Jeff passing in their car. They had windows 
down, breeze blowing through their hair as Reb imitated all kinds of thrilled shouts most people saved for 
riding roller coasters, and as Jeff took liberty of not being behind the wheel, tossing his arms up and waving 
them about. Both were laughing, eyes illuminated with such joy, as if all their immense troubles from their 
event had been entirely removed from them for that moment in time, before they slid in and allowed Jon Lord 


to come over in front of them. 


Don glanced their way, finally forming a genuine smile without a single hint of irony, and sighed contentedly as 


the hills curled around another bend in the road. 
Does my heart good, he seemed to say without words. 


There still are a LOT of problems to face, and a lot of parts to this world to discuss. At least at this moment in 
time, everyone has their guns off and fire beneath their feet.. You dont have to try very hard to feel it.. F only 
it were safe to hope to KEEP it that way. We both know this won't last long without a lot more work ahead, but 
we've both seen its more possible than we thought -thus WORTH attempting to jump through these hoops 


And for the moment, with defenses lowered across every vehicle in the line, it wasn’t a bad feeling at all. 


The last hill sloped down into rumble bars and speed-reduction signs calling an end to the fun rolling into the 
interchange. With all the traffic condensing down to one lane, then spreading back out into two on the other 
side of the merging interchange, less than two minutes of straightaway led into the tightly-packed, industrial 


railroad Town, and so many road name changes in rapid succession with the overlap of state highways, Donald 


didn't even bother to track them, when it ultimately picked up the previous name on the other side of town, 
heading out into more highway, forested on either side, yet again 


"Is this one of the dead zones'th Allen mentioned?" 


"Pretty much. You won't see much of anything until we get to Sutherland, or so much as a labeled exit for the 
next half hour." 


"Good to know." 
Contemplating the notebook, Donald flipped the page forward from his rough draft notes. 


Date: 5/15/2017 
Log entry author -DONALD FAGEN 
Do | HAVE to address anyone following here, when you've more or less watched it all happen? Probably not. 


SHOULD I? That's subjective -along with however many subjective items | could list from today, if | actually 
WANTED to. 


This might as well be voluntary enough. Allen has made a point of trying to do this, after putting together 
information from most of these major conversations. And Don Dokken is right; there's something to be said for 


a certain amount of consistency in an unpredictable world -particularly where its not hard to create, and 


might actually MAKE parts of it less unpredictable. 


Whatever. You can debate that question all you want. Even if | should, | wouldn't be doing it if | didn't want to. 
That's easy enough to control without going overboard.. as well as what's worth putting into it after anything 
witnessed. 


Not unlike last time, | probably don't NEED a disclaimer -but why not include it yet again? l'm less inclined than 
| was to go in-depth about every precaution taken as then (amazingly enough, lack of all-consuming paranoia 


can make a fair difference), despite maintaining caution. 


Maybe you'd think it's awfully slack of me to write notes of discussion right beside someone. If so, you would 
be RIGHT. Granted, | don't exactly have much to hide from Don Dokken by now -if there's ANYTHING to hide 
when he's probably seen more than most of us have. And I'd be a hypocrite to guard any effort from him 


after HALF of the discussion today. 


He's perhaps not as close within trusted range as Neal and Allen are, but he remains essentially safe. So why 
not make use of the time? 


[Quite frankly, so long as Ritchie Blackmore and Kevin Cronin aren't in this vehicle, there's not too much risk 
remaining. Plus, | would have much greater concerns if the former were along for the ride in the same vehicle. 
Seems that's been true for his band mates, too. Plus, Don and | have more or less reached our social limits 
for the rest of the day, following conversation in Appomattox, which | deem well worth the minor consequence 
of diminished discussion. We covered more figurative ground in two and a half hours than | could hope to 


cover across all six) 


Road parallel was nice for entertainment purposes -likely in more ways than one with the suspected nature of 
this world. [Fair enough. Might as well LET it be that, when there's not much control to be had over THAT 
part of it] 


Until catching Neal tonight for deeper analysis that would probably be more repetitive than necessary to 
display to you after a direct view into the conversation, | guess I'll try my hand at a scientific write-up, to 
continue the list Allen would have last displayed. (He's more versed at scientific writing than | am, but | 
suppose there's about two hours or so left to get this right -and not much left to do for the time being) 


-As of today, there is more evidence to suggest that separation due to a particular era of influence does not 
equate to everyone on either side of a divide being influenced by said era outside of an event. (This comes 
from conversation with Don Dokken about separation from the rest of his band mates during his early-40s 


era event from last year with Glenn Hughes, and speculation of where George Lynch may be, now) 


-While some separations carrying over to Lapse may be driven more by how the event was in reality, (eg. Kip 
and Walter being unable to be with us at this time, despite the fact that Reb and | very much wish they were 
here), it is possible some separations in Lapse may be more of a forced factor from one side, preferring those 
on the other to not be present. (This is a speculation from Don Dokken, as George Lynch attempted to rejoin 
his band after acrimonious departure, and repeatedly came back at them in the form of lawsuits for being 
denied, whilst the rest of the band appropriately forced him to stay out. Perhaps he could reappear here, if 


they were not vehemently against it, and unable to handle his presence after previous events). 


-As a potential correlation to events based on more significant historical eras of the Standard world having a 
greater influence on one's state of mind in Lapse, there is a chance that historical happenings that had a 
greater impact in Standard may appear more exaggerated and extreme in Split-world events, and reflect how it 
was internalized by each person involved. Yet again, this phenomenon appears more likely to occur with events 
based around negative occurrences, based upon the few times it has been noted, but that is not to deny the 


possibility of the opposite until further research. 


-As yet another addendum to the sublist regarding reasons for an event to stall, there seems to be a growing 
stack of evidence for how stable we are in Lapse having an impact over how well we can progress through an 
event, where some or all involved are lacking stability. If we cannot handle each other here, we might have 

even more trouble handling each other and the situation we are collectively facing in an event -not necessarily 
for any mysterious reason. (Jeff Pilson was the first to reference this, right after Kip Winger left) This could 


potentially set off a vicious cycle with longer running events, as the one Dokken are experiencing now suggests. 


While that is not the type of event we should wish to encounter more often to have more supporting 
evidence, it would be wise to observe, should another present itself, and wise to verify there have not been 


any other past cases of it. 


-To provide more support to the above, and a point Lanier made previously, said cycles may need to be broken 
in Lapse before they will break in events. If we have more control here than in events, logically, that not only 
stands to reason, but might be as straightforward as we could have the nerve to ASK for anything to be 


here. 


-Still in ongoing speculation is how those of us from seemingly unrelated acts may end up in the same location 
Together, and those of us who may more readily mesh in finding a way through certain challenges whoever 
controls this world sees fit to throw at us. Lanier, Doughty, and | established there's more common ground 
and connection between many of us than what appears at first glance; however, a greater degree does not 


appear to always mean those of us will join together first. 


The last point is up for further discussion. My thoughts toward the challenge Cronin raised? (Rather rudely, Ill 
add, but SURE -how about we take a look at his question?) Where are Brian May and John Entwistle? I've 
heard NOTHING of their presence in the Split world, AT ALL, so unless I've missed any mention of it, they've 
yet to end up in it. Which seems an easy explanation enough (not sure why Cronin couldn't have figured that 
one out himself) -until throwing in the location capacity concern Kip Winger raised, and compatibility with 
others. (Seems to me, these Cinderella and Scorpions guys he mentioned are more related to Winger and Dokken 
than The Moody Blues are by their indirect connections -yet for whatever reason, they fit in better with 
another location). Maybe they COULD end up here, if and when that time comes for them, or maybe they'll be 
frequent visitors from another location. Which comes back around to the final point on Lanier's list, as 


something that may be up for further investigation in Norfolk. 


I'm not sure what to make of that much, for reasons | told Kip Winger for his descriptions of the residents of 
the other main one he seems to be staying with. | guess we'll have to HOPE that goes as well as part of today 
did, since it would probably be too much to ASK. 


Either way, we may be finding out whether we want to or not. Fair game. 


But then again, if you told me a month ago that any of this would have happened, | would have laughed in your 


face, so until then, who the hell knows? 


Don Dokken glanced to his right as he came to the signs signaling the Petersburg bypass approaching, and an 
end to the empty highway, named Cox Road for most of the stretch through the Nottoway and Dinwiddie 
counties, and seeing Donald Fagen deeply focused on writing, murmured a quiet warning. Then, he took the 
clover-leaf onramp to |-85 North as quietly and gently as he could, hoping that it might spare him from being 
overly-aware of one out of how many were going to be in short succession -or hindered from writing easily 


by the motion. 


"Ah, so they begin," Donald replied, setting the pen down and placing his palm down flat on the notebook to keep 
it from sliding across his lap with the shifting of the car load. 


"Each one gets us closer, now, yet it makes this direction feel so much longer than going out West for the 
repetition" Don Dokken focused as everyone yet again had to guard and help shift lanes across the six-mile 
stretch toward the l-95 interchange, and a rapid succession of merges and ramps. The walkie-talkie on the 
dashboard crackled as Don took the final exit off l-95 South to the state road leading back to 460 East, this 
time startling Donald away from his continued note-writing, just in time to feel himself get slung away from 
the window by the next clover-leaf offramp, which Don had been unable to take as smoothly due to the quick 


acceleration to navigate all the wild lane changes. 


"Alright," said Neal with a slightly annoyed tone. "REO to BOC, Dokken |, Dokken 2, Purple, and Moodies; do you all 


read me?" 
"Come in," said Don, amidst the chorus from Jeff, Ray, and Buck. 


"We would keep following you all, but two of my guys have called for a ‘timeout at the Flying J when we get 
back off on County Drive, because we've had a mishap with a basketball in the backseat, and its all fun and 


games until someone winds up with a fat lip or a bloody nose." 
"Well, great," muttered Don. "Of course it's gotta be someone who hasn't done this drive before." 


‘I'm not gonna say who, because l'm not looking to embarrass either of them, if there's a chance you won't be 
able to tell by the time we get home, but it might be a little longer than a quick stop to get ice and clean this 
up. So you know where we are. And | thought we should mention it, if anyone else has a reason to stop, so we 


get it over with and don't lose each other stopping in different places. REO to Purple; do you read us, Purple?" 
No sound. 


"BOC to REO; we think Ritchie might have disabled their walkie. | wouldn't worry, they'll see one of us to follow," 


chimed in Eric. 


"Moodies to REO," called Ray. "Everyone is fine here. Did you need someone to stop with you so you still have 


someone to follow through the interchange, mate?" 


"REO to everyone; is it difficult to navigate?" Gary's voice was muffled from the left back passenger seat, 


away from where Neal sat behind the wheel. 


"Excuse me." Don reached across in front of Donald and grabbed the walkie-talkie to get it closer. "Dokken | to 
REO; it's a lot less straightforward rolling into town than it is on Westbound. You can read the signs and figure 
it out, and we're past the worst point of confusion, but if you want help, you'd better ask now." 


"We might want that," Kevin shouted from the front passenger seat. "Not that we couldn't figure it out, but if 


we don't have to have that worry." 


| honestly don't care if we end up having to be the ones to wait for them or not" Donald turned away from 
Don and tried to get back to his notes as they stopped briefly at the traffic light to turn back onto 460. /d 
Ike to just get fo Norfolk already.. But if we end up with them, HI maybe have ten minutes to write without 
fighting the motion of the car, so there's THAT, too.. 


"Hey REO, this is Dokken 2. We'll stop with you," declared Jeff. "Our wiper fluid's out -we only realized after a 
truck kicked some dust on our windshield, and we oughta be able to get some and clean the windshield up. We'll 
make sure you don't get left behind in traffic if it's busy when we get back on" 


"Copy that, Dokken 2; thank you," said Gary. "We'll meet you there. Over!" 
"Over!" resounded Reb and Jeff together. 
"BOC to REO and Dokken 2, we're gonna keep on trucking," called Eric. "See you guys in the city -over." 


"Dokken | to BOC, then we're coming along with you. Reb, Jeff, you got this -over." Don huffed a tired laugh as 
he switched the radio off. "I'd just like to get this drive over with and go home, myself" 


Noticing the more-narrow, undivided highway, and resigning to not being able to focus on much more analytical 
writing for the rest of the drive, Donald sat back up and watched as the Pilot Flying J travel stop came into 
view on the left. Allen continued ahead with the van and the U-Haul trailer, and as the distance between grew, 
Neal and Reb appeared in their vehicles in the left turn lane through the rear-view mirror. Jon Lord's car was 
now directly visible in front of them. 


"Disputanta," Donald mused, reading a sign noting the entry into a town. "I'd like to know the story behind THAT 


one. 


"We used to joke about that," Don replied. "During a better time, George and | made the joke that maybe we 
should have renamed our band that, had we known the name when we formed. Virginia wasn't a familiar place, 
then. But we used to call it out over the walkies, if we were in separate cars when we would pass through. 
Mick once said that if we were going to move out of the default location as the four of us, maybe we ought 


to move here, since without anyone else to distract us, we probably would be in terminal dispute.” 


"Perish the thought, l'm sure." Donald snorted. Virginia wasn't too familiar of a place for Walter and | either.. but 
we once managed to trick a few fans into thinking otherwise. 


"Yeah, it'd make a whole lot of sense for all four of us to do that together. | looked it up after the first trip, 
out of curiosity. Supposedly, some family involved in the railroad development, post-Civil War named the towns 
that were being established along this stretch." Don pointed to the rails not too far off the side of the road, 


past the drainage ditches, back into fields. "They we're naming them after characters from some British novel 


| can't remember the name of -maybe Allen would know. They couldn't agree on who to name this town after, 


called it Disputanta in some argument, and it stuck out of spite." 


Donald noticed a street sign marking the change in name from County Drive to General Mahone Boulevard on 


the straightaway, speeding up after the Town into more sparse land. 
"And thats who, | take it?" 
"Yep. Nearly forgot it myself" 


"You know, | think it's funny how aside from the interchanges, this same straightaway can change names so 


many times, despite being the same road." 


"I think it's like all our disjointed, smaller events we used to have, really." Don huffed a quiet laugh. "The ones 
we had back around 2011. Markedly separate events, but ultimately, all part of one big one running through all 


the eras we might ever relive." 


The signs signaled another slowdown going into the next town of Waverly. As they did, the walkie-talkie crackled 
to life again, with static signaling a weak, distant, but still readable connection, over which Reb and Jeff loudly 
hollered: 


"Hey, guess what town we're in?!" 
"Disputantal' 


"Disputanta.." Don Dokken cracked a smile and chuckled. "There is is. It's nice that some few small things we 


enjoy here never seem to change." 
yoy g 


The rest of the drive up General Mahone Boulevard was a repeating cycle of slowing down, going into towns 
with speed traps perched along the road in parking lots of run-down, occasionally abandoned buildings, and 
speeding up on the other side. Wakefield seemed the most lively, followed by Ivor, which seemed the most 
depressed. Zuni was near non-existent on the roadside, and the growing number of houses on the roadside of 
Windsor signaled increasing proximity to the Southeastern cities. 


Sure enough, just on the other side of it, came signs signaling entry to the outskirts of the independent city of 
Suffolk, and the next clover-leaf on-ramp to the joint stretch of US 460 and US 58. 


"Up, and around," warned Don quietly, upon circling up to a nameless stretch running through toward the heart 


of the metropolis. He gave the same warning some odd while later at a fork in the road, splitting extensions of 


the city interstate. "One last time.. onto 664," Don murmured. "And a duck under Jolliff Road." 


This one wasn't as steep. The roadway it went into was still down rather low, as it was at its beginning rather 


than at a crossroad overpass. Sure enough, just down at the end of the acceleration lane, an overpass bridge 


ran over from one of the city roads, with a sign marking it ‘Route III Jolliff Rd', as demarcation in lieu of a 


road name. 


Soon, bridges over waterways, lined with vast concrete yards of shipping containers and massive, blue cranes 
led up to the tunnel under the river, right into the outskirts of Downtown Norfolk and its tightly-packed 
Towers, set away from the cargo ports, and holding a touch of odd familiarity. Traffic lights were just enough 
to somehow allow Reb and Neal to catch up to the line of vehicles, and soon enough, they had navigated the 


city streets to a back entrance of a building, and the external stairwell to the second floor. 


Not having too much of their own to grab up, Don and Donald were the first up the stairs to unlock and push 


the door open to what was an old familiar to one, and a mystery to the other. 
Beep! Beep! Beep! An odd, computerized tone sounded from inside. 

Getting the odd feeling it wasnt supposed to be there, Donald flinched. "What te~" 

"Didn't realize that was gonna be on when we got here, since Eric told me last night he'd call ahead, but | 
guess we could have thought about that,” Don muttered. "Excuse me -move it everyone; we gotta hustle and 


get that!" 


"| got it!" Buck ducked under Eric's arm and rushed through the foyer to the beeping security alarm panel. He 
opened the tray, then four beeps sounded as he punched in a code. 


Disarmed, ready fo arm.' Ihe system announced yet another dropping of defenses. 
"We're cool," Buck called as everyone else followed in behind him. "Hey, Mick, are you home?!" 


Instead, a more feminine voice came from around the bend. 


"Ooh, | told that Wild Mick not to set the alarm when he went off into town. Someone's on thin ice for getting 
their nails painted in their sleep tonight if they don't watch out!" 


Its Liz!" Gary, Kevin, and Alan all collectively dropped their bags at the door and went sprinting through the 
living room and around a doorway, where collective laughter rang out, out of sight, followed by laughter and 
playful scolding over an obvious basketball mishap, and a suggestion of Gary having a swollen nose, and Kevin 


having a fat lip. 


"Not everyone even gets in the door, and I've gotta get ice for you two -now didn't we JUST have this 


conversation last week?" 
"We DEFINITELY DIDN'T," hollered Neal sarcastically, climbing up the stairs with his bags. 


Don and Donald exchanged confused looks. 


"Don't ask me why Mick set the alarm; | still don't get everything about him." 

"Well, don't ask me what all THAT was; | just live here now, apparently.” 

"It's one of our crew members," explained Bruce, coming up the steps with Neal. "We didn't know if she'd be 
here or not after the latest event, but she was practically another member of our band -and family -in the 
80s." 


"Yeah, | just say, ‘finally, an event does something pretty cool for us’," Neal deadpanned. 


The roar of a motorcycle then sounded below, suggesting impending similar shouts as soon as Mick would make 


his way up the same set of steps. 


"Home sweet home," sighed Don as he set his bags down. "At least until whenever we have someplace else to 


be.. whenever that WILL be" 
"As just another stop along Eternity Road," John Lodge mused. "Lets find out about it, then" 


"Yep, | believe I've been given my orders. Bruce, seeing you've got Liz to help you all out, I'm leaving the four 


of you To your own devices.” Neal turned to Donald "Ten minutes to get unpacked, and then we're on it?" 


Donald finally managed a smirk in light of the confusion -and an already-growing list of new questions to chase 


forming in front of them just inside the door. 


"Sure, game on. Let's see if we can drive ourselves fucking crazy on our own terms, before everyone else does 
it To us." 


May lbth, 2019: How Is It We Are Here? 


Author's Notes: 

An unexpected chapter that just about wrote itself on a whim, on a sleepless night. As suggested by some of 
the jokes between characters, it took me far more time to clean everything up and make it presentable, but it 
was the silver lining to a not so pleasant time. It doesn't have to be here, but | chose to go with it, because it 
did close an awkward gap between the drive and the chapter that follows this, and sets up with more 
foreshadowing for what's going to come ahead.. as well as a possible, less-serious sequel (becoming 

very likely) | can continue on with once this story reaches the end of its planned timeline. That, and why not 
let Donald and Neal have at it, when we never know when Neal might just use his "immaculate ability to 


disappear"... 
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“Alright, then," declared Neal, watching Donald flip the notebook shut, rather than adding onto the notes he'd 
passed along, and passing it back. "Is that it?" 


"Now | know how Allen manages to get himself delirious after these." 


Through dim lighting, Donald glanced up to the clock -an antique, wind-up, striking clock on a shelf in the living 
room he'd settled into with Neal, after they'd abandoned the bedroom they had previously been working in, 
when all their exhausted band mates had retreated to sleep for the night, after unpacking priority items. 


Nearly 5:00 o'clock in the morning. Five, tinny strikes pending in mere minutes. 


‘I'm done with everything from the trip. You can go ahead and disappear now if you need to, because l'm not 


chasing another long talk with anyone for at LEAST a week after today." 


"Granted that Allen doesn't have something else cooked up for us." Neal had enough weariness in his expression 


accompanying his deadpan voice to suggest he really didn't care to, either, at least for half that time. 


"As if that even NEEDS to be said.. Or that it's YOUR turn, if you're still around and he DOES." Donald snorted, 
before allowing a hint of regret in his tone. "Though, | think I'd have to say, it looks like he's got his hands'th 
full for the next few days or so with his own guys. Judging by what I've seen" 


Neal winced. "Yeah, then you're wondering the same thing that | am. Though, that could be a stretch at this 
point. Considering Albert was an absolute ray of sunshine when we were moving back in the fall, too. And none 
of his band mates were really much better in response to it, then -I think they were pretty laid back this 


time by comparison, all things considered." 


"Considering Allen hinting that Eric doesn't really know HOW to lay back on that?" 
Neal managed a grin and shook his head. 


"Well, he TRIED, anyway, even if he couldn't resist some of the general lecturing. OF course, I'm also one to talk 


as far as my guys go, even if | AM under the influence of an event in a pretty crappy era for me." 


"You know, for trying to figure out how to make this experience more desirable in the long run, if we're going 
to be stuck with it, the two of us have had FANTASTIC luck with OUR events'th." Donald shrugged. "Or maybe 


that's just retaliation, on the part of whoever's controlling all this." 


"Might be. Pretty weak retaliation, if you ask me," Neal retorted. "Considering the majority of the event l'm in, 
and not that | would actually ASK for worse. Id think we might be getting somewhere, based on that, but I'm 
not that gullible, and I'd probably catch it from Allen for suggesting it seriously, without some condition added 


on. 


"Yeah, you THINK" You know as well as | do on THAT, and Id have something to say about it, myself, if YOU didn't 
know better. 


"No, either way, we've still got a lot of work to do. Or specifically, /have work to do with my guys. Kevin in 


particular." 


"And you'd better believe you WON'T get any help out of me on that." Holding up an index finger, Donald raised 
a condition of his own. "As far as talking goes. I'm NOT opposed to being present and taking notes on anything 
that might come up when he finally accepts'th it, if you want to make that deal to approach him together. But 
if you guys start fighting back-and-forth over it, I'm OUT" 


"Oh, he's not gonna try that with me. He KNOWS | don't play that game." Neal cracked up into a drawling 
chuckle, before quickly reforming deadpan expression. "He might do it with Gary, if they're both in a 
competitive mood. If they're both there when that happens, and that crap starts, | might just run out of 
there before you do." 


"At that rate, might as well have a timer ready to see who manages to escape the room faster," quipped 


Donald. "It might actually be competitive." 


"Yeah, and don't | KNOW it. Right from where it all began -| couldn't guess what my chances would be, either 


way." 


But, how good would you say your chances'th are of getting through with Kevin? Is it worth it?" 


Neal heaved a sigh, and stayed quiet for a few moments, allowing the clock's pendulum clicking to all but take 


over the room, along with the faintest, dark blue taking over the black showing through the slats of the blinds 


as the early morning light began to creep in 


Its hard to really say, but | think it can be, long-term. And I'm hoping having more events will maybe help 
things along with him, anyway. That's probably not saying much, when he's being resistant as he is, and | doubt 
| need to tell YOU, he drives me CRAZY, especially when he starts jumping in on whoever's trying to make a 
point. But, he has had a few breakthrough moments lately where he's been willing to hear a few things, or at 
least question them himself. And the fact that he at least HAD some sort of counter-argument this time 
when he jumped in today and nearly derailed everything -that IS new." 


‘Meaning he's actually bothered to GIVE it some thought, which | can figure out pretty easy wasn't always 
true. Fair point," ceded Donald. "But how long would you say it would be before he would get any further than 
THAT, and where it might actually DO some good?" 


"Not accounting for whatever events might do to help it along? Could be awhile. | DEFINITELY wouldn't put 
other efforts on hold to focus on just that, and | guess there's no easy way of describing this, so, l'm just 
gonna go for it” Neal smirked regretfully. "You see, Kevin would do ANYTHING to have you think otherwise - 
including writing a fairly strong hit about it -but he's not the best when it comes to big changes. It takes him 
a lot to work up to them and make that jump. Considering we're talking about him having to change the 
understanding he's created for himself for how this world works, and where he disagrees with us, it's not 
gonna be any small jump for him, either. And once he does accept some big change like this, usually, he has 
this real insecurity where he doesn't really want to look back at what it was before. He'd rather act like it's 
always been a certain way. Which, most of the time leads to him pretending he never had a lot of the 
problems he did in the past, and maybe that exacerbated some things we had to deal with, in ways I've more 
or less decided I'm better off not confronting him on. Mostly to keep myself from saying something I'M going 
to regret. In some ways, that might not be ALL bad with THIS, though. 


"Once he gets fully onboard with it, he'll be so onboard, he'll act like he was in on figuring all this out from the 
beginning and knew half of it all along?" Donald scoffed. "GREAT" 


"Yeah, that parts NOT gonna be something | look forward to, either -but he's also gonna figure out pretty 
quick, that won't fly with ME, when that's something | knew about before him. UNLIKE his conflict with Gary, 
which half of wasn't my business to get involved with, anyway. Or at least | didn't think it was, then, until it 
started to put tension on the whole band. Its hard to say where the chain of regrets starts there for any of 
us." With a tired laugh, Neal gazed upward. "When it IS undeniably my department, though, | used to say in 
Standard, as the only original member standing, ‘| had something to do with you getting INTO this band, and | 
can have just as much to do with you getting OUT of it" 


Donald snorted. 


"But if and when he finally does get fully onboard with it, he'll be one of the most eager guys in this location 
to make note of anything he finds from that point forward, and try to get anyone else who might come along 
onboard with it” Tossing his hands up and laughing yet again, Neal shook his head. "What can | say? He's full of 


it, but since he's here, might as well accept it and make the most of it when that time comes." 


"I'd question your judgement, but after hearing what Don Dokken described with George Lynch, | quess'th 
there's a lot | managed to escape encountering with the way Walter and | did things." Donald paused, as the 
clock finally hammered out its five, abrupt strikes. "But then, since he RAISED the question about other 
connections today, what say you about humoring that thought? I'll MAKE an exception on complex 


conversations with YOU, IF you're still here tomorrow. Or we can do it now, while we're still at it" 


"Right now? Cool. Let's do it." Neal reached out and flexed his hands in and out, motioning for Donald to pass 
him the notebook. "I'LL take notes this time. Besides, its not like there's any point about being concerned with 
how late we're staying up by now, right?" 


"Yeah, you take notes, and we'll laugh sometime tomorrow over how disjointed it all might be, since you're 
starting to sound more wiped out than | am. Haphazard discussion at 5:00 in the morning." Donald handed the 
notebook over to Neal. "Its probably going to be even messier than discussion in a car, and may or may not 


provide as much information to extract. But then you probably see it as ‘good trouble’, so why not?" 


‘Only one way to find out. With this event, | think | could use some, and having a form of it that might not 
involve someone getting HURT sure is a nice change of pace. Even if | really have no idea what we're trying to 


do with this, or where we're going, if anywhere." 


"How about you start with the exact question Kevin asked earlier today -before you shut him up so he didn't 


drive us ALL crazy? You tell ME what point he could have made about everyone he was going on about." 
Neal sighed. 


"Well, this big, charity concert in the 80s called ‘Live Aid' resulted in us having some amount of relationship 
with most of the members of Queen. We became especially close with their guitarist, Brian May, and we made 
a point of trying to see each other on tours whenever we were in nearby towns after that. He's not too unlike 
John Lodge in personality, and I'll give it to Kevin -I actually think that one IS just coincidence of personality 
why HE became closest to us, as far as The Moody Blues go. Because John is a likable guy in general, and 
nearly all of us here enjoy his company. But, if you want to make the argument that those two having like 


personalities has an influence, | guess it's not impossible." 


"Yet, you're still suggesting it's a stretch, and it's not likely," Donald finished. "Besides'th that, what else would 
you support it with?" 


"That's pretty much why l'm not seeing much in that. | think we'd sooner relate to The Moody Blues for both 
of us having such a dramatic change in style between the early 10s and the 80s, and perhaps losing a fair 
portion of our true identity in that transition. IF you can even argue that. We did mention having a few 
common riffs on a couple of our songs the other night, but again, I'd have to see a pretty strong similarity to 


really count that." 


"You might be onto something, going from one decade to the next. | got the sense'th Don Dokken might follow 
that pattern, to an extent, with how he described going from the 80s to the 10s." 


"Except they went from a heyday to being less successful in those times -which in some ways works to 
relate to both us and The Moodies" Neal made a note, followed by several question marks. "I guess pretty 


much all of us here had some odd decade transitions -which could go to either extreme in what that means." 


“Something big, or nothing at all. Which at least seems to me is the same for Kevin's suggestion Kip just about 
gave me a whole list of bands, most of which I'd never HEARD of, at this other location, here, and oddly 
enough, | don't remember hearing about ANY band named Queen in that conversation" Donald looked at Neal 
suspiciously in the shadows. "So, since you at least got to see a FEW of the visitors, before disappearing for 
seven months, have you been aware of them being around?" 


"No, | haven't been," Neal admitted. "Haven't heard them mentioned, haven't seen them around -nothing. And 


really, | think that's just it." 


"So they're not here and haven't been through the Split, yet. Because that's what / thought when he started 


giving us what for with them not being around." 


"Yeah, they're not here -at least not yet. That's WHY | made Kevin stop without humoring him right then and 
there -and that's the problem when he's in this phase, where he's realizing he's seen stuff that's going to 
eventually force him to change the way he's looking at this, but he's holding out as long as he can on that. If 
you get what l'm saying." 


"Its nothing difficult to figure out," Donald scoffed. "Choosing to jump on the most obvious sign he can think of 
that might POSSIBLY back up what he wants to think, despite ten or more others pointing the other way. He's 
in denial. Y'know, WHAT was it | said about denial, when we made our first marks in Allen's notebook? And 
there's only maybe ONE other thing alongside it thats controlling us more than whoever's controlling this 
world ever will" 


Neal smirked knowingly. "Yeah, and we can only HOPE he thought about it, while he sulked over it" 


"l'm gonna leave holding out that hope to YOU, after what you've told me, since you clearly know his function 


better than | ever will. I've got more important things'th to hope for, anyway." 


"Fair enough. Didn't expect you to, anyway. Considering | still at times question his function after fifty years, 
and what's the saying? Not my circus, not my monkeys?" 


Neal ended up joining in the rare, genuine, if muted laughter Donald produced in response. 


‘Or, in my case, | realize in horror every so often, they ARE mine to deal with." 


"You got THAT damn right. Now. About the other one Kevin mentioned -John Entwistle." Donald sobered up with 
the visible effort it took to dodge lisping on the surname. "Same deal with him, | take it?" 


"Just about. We met him at Live Aid, too, but it does get a little more interesting with John and his band 
mates, if not directly," Neal admitted. "You could say that some of us in REO took some inspiration from The 
Who. | think Kevin, more than any of us. He idolized Roger Daltrey, to put it lightly, and at least /can tell it had 
an influence on how Kevin presented himself as a frontman. That's, of course, in addition to liking the music in 
general -which most of us did. But Gary -when we met them, and Kevin was getting away from the partying, 
and they were subsequently drifting apart, Gary had a lot of trouble with feeling left out. And | think that's 
how he ended up getting close to John Entwistle. They found each other during all the Live Aid festivities - 
both probably feeling lonely for their own reasons, and then they clicked, and they had a good time together. 
And as far as | was aware, they still saw each other every now and then after Gary was out of the band. It 
probably wasn't great for either of them, going along the path to destruction, but there's only so much any of 


us can say when we all had our part in it, at one time." 


"Too bad | didn't pay them much attention to know for sure, though I'll believe your implication of that 
explaining a few things about Kevin, as well. But, on more important notes, would it be more or less'th true 
that while you guys were closer with Brian in whatever kind of friendship you have, REO Speedwagon has more 
connections with The Who? Because that's at least what l'm getting." 


"Its hard to compare them across all categories, but | think that's fair. Kevin and Bruce might disagree, 
because they got real close with Brian and didn't spend as much time with John, and Gary would definitely tell 
you opposite. But objectively, by influence alone, I'd probably agree with you." Neal shrugged. "And then there's 
The Doors, which had a whole lot more influence on our early days. We already mentioned those guys the 
other night -but it's easier to argue about their lack of presence as Kevin would, looking at Allen and Eric, 


when they've actually played WITH Ray Manzareck and Robby Krieger a few times." 
"Pretty sure they haven't been around here yet, either, or I'd suspect I'd have heard of it at some point" 


"Yeah, and if they were in another location, and visiting as they probably WOULD be, given the connection, | 
think Allen might have thought that would be important to mention before Kip Winger did" 


Donald threw a quizzical smirk at Neal's remark. "Yeah, I'm still trying to figure out how we didn't hear much 
about that between Allen and Don. | suspect Don may have had intentions to that. But | guess you could argue 
we investigated more important matters before that. Hey, just for the heck of it, how many other connections 
from before the Split would you say you know about between everyone here? At worst, we're fooling around, 
if we don't find something.” 


"Aside from what | mentioned with The Moody Blues, and hypothetically, The Who and Queen?" Neal paused, 
letting the clock ticking filter in through the quiet. "Sure, let's stay up until at least six -or seven, if you want 
the full in depth of just what /know about everything between Dokken and Winger." 


"Seems'th to me EVERYTHING from their era is complicated." 


"| SHOULD know, considering the public doesn't think we truly made it until the 80s, ourselves." Neal shook his 
head and rubbed the bony spots above his eyes. "To think we were more wild as a whole band the decade 
prior, and still made it into that pit of wild animals." 


Donald snorted. "Alright, enough. Give me the gist. We can go to the SOURCE if it's worth digging further." 


"Well, Winger's combination keyboard player and secondary guitarist, Paul Taylor, played in a cover band with 
Jeff Pilson, before he joined up with Dokken after their first album. That's early 80s. Some point later on, 
about midway through and a couple years before Winger came about, Paul was playing with Kip in Alice 
Cooper's band." 


"Kip DID mention something about that -with Alice being close to him, and Reb and Paul. And why Alice ends up 


living in the other location a lot of the time." 


"| figured it would have come up at some point." Neal tossed his hands up. "But don't ask me when during the 
time | was gone Alice went back over there, aside from it being sometime before you came around. It gets 
weirder than that, though. Robbin Crosby, and his guys from Ratt, if they ever show back up here and it 
becomes important -half those guys played in Dokken in the early forming days. They were next door in the 
studio at one point -| can't remember if one time George Lynch said something about trying for some other 
gig, and their other guitarist, Warren DeMartini, ended up taking his place on guitar for a couple of weeks, and 
George jumped in Ratt when he didn't make that gig, since his place in Dokken had been filled But then they 
both traded back to their own bands -seemed neither of them really saw the sense in not going back where 
they'd done prior work and had existing chemistry." 


‘I'd say perspective may have its part in how anyone might consider THAT situation" Donald shook his head 
exhaustedly. "I've gotten a better sense'th than | ever expected | would have of how conventional band culture 
-or whatever the fuck you might want to call it -is different from the considered norm in my projects. But 
trading out session players from an adjacent studio wasn't anything unusual for us. Mike McDonald didn't know 
who he was going to be with, half the time, between The Doobie Brothers and us." 


"Hmmm, let me guess -you guys used to HOPE he'd show up to the wrong place so you could give him a hard 
time for it," said Neal, playfully sinister, before feigning a forceful accusation "DIDN'T you?" And / KNOW you 
di, just as well as you know | do.. 


"It could always tell us how hard we pushed him the previous day if he seemed more frustrated he'd gone to 
the wrong place, or glad he didn't have to stay with us." Donald snorted, grinning with something that was as 
much conniving as reminiscent. "When it was the former, Walter used to say it meant we were slipping, and 


could work him harder the next time we did have him" 


"You know, since you haven't mentioned the opposite way around, | wonder if he always came to you guys if he 
wasn't sure, because he figured he'd have an easier time getting off arriving late to play with The Doobies 


than you, and didn't want to find out how true that was." 


"If he did, he thought it through better than we might have given him credit for in that day -but to think of 
it, | don't remember the opposite there, either. That said, he sure WOULDN'T have wanted to find out, just 
going by my own thoughts in the matter." Leaving it implied that Walter would have likely had a far more 


frightening punishment in store, Donald smirked to himself, and sneaked a look at Neal's forming notes. "So 


those two bands outright traded guitarists'th, TWICE, with one being somewhat of a mentor to the other." 
"And then Reb ended up in Dokken from Winger, and all three sort of have had minor influences on each other." 


Neal paused and looked down at his notes, where he was trying to sketch out a diagram that he would 
undoubtedly have to redraw at least three times in a well-rested state before it would resemble anything 
useful. Then, he lit up. 


"Hey, hold up. They're all indirectly related to Deep Purple!" 


"Really? | wouldn't have thought THAT -no, wait a MINUTE" Doubt turned to realization for Donald just as 
soon. "You talked about Don taking care of Glenn Hughes through his first round of drug rehab, and then Don 
told me more about it, because they had some whole big event about that. And | remember from Jon Lord 


and lan Paice, Glenn was IN Deep Purple at some point." 


"And | think Glenn worked with George Lynch at some point, too. They made some reference to it, once, when 
Glenn was spending more time here last summer. And Glenn was in Deep Purple at the same time as David 
Coverdale. Standard world -Reb's been spending a lot of his time outside of Winger as a long-standing member 


of Whitesnake since he left Dokken" 


"That's weak connection to Winger, but | guess'th you could make a point with that, too. Unless there's 
something ELSE?" 


"Don't quote me, but | think their drummer may have been a part of a smaller band, and at some point, the 
last guitarist to replace Ritchie Blackmore may have been in it, too." Neal held up a finger. "But that's 
speculation based on very small bits of overheard mentions of it. | COULD be wrong." 


"Doesn't seem that important, with as distant as that would be, but make note to look into it if we see the 
chance." Donald paused in thought, then smirked, recalling a previous conversation. "I didn't get the sense'th 
Deep Purple had much connection with Blue Oyster Cult. The one time Allen mentioned them crossing paths 
with one of Deep Purple's hundreds of annexes -or whatever the hell you could call THOSE -it wasn't exactly 
friendly." 


Yeah, Glenn let his opinion of them slip during one of his withdrawal mood swings last year. That might be his 
cause for spending more time at the first location with David Coverdale-" Neal paused, and struggled to finish 
his statement through a sudden bout of laughter. "-Second to David mother-henning him! -Whenever he has 


the chance." 


"Tell me if they ever come back around; maybe I'll care to see how laughable it is, if it's not sickening,” quipped 
Donald, present smirk growing nearly as much at Neal's expense as David and Glenn's. "I think Don said 


something about touring with Blue Oyster Cult, once, too -but he didn't tell me much about it when he DID." 


"I've heard Mick talk to Gary about that," Neal offered "They were talking about lineup changes, back in the 
Fall when we suddenly had Gregg here. | know that it was the first tour they had with Jeff Pilson. They got 
the offer, and found him just in time for it, and then that was before they recorded their second album. | 


didn't see how it was too important between the two bands, but it was a significant tour." 


"So they were about to hit their heyday, and Blue Oyster Cult were about to come to the end of theirs." 
Donald tossed his hands up. "They KNEW each other. You're not wrong on there not being much to write home 
about on THAT. So Dokken and Winger are heavily connected to each other, they're both heavily connected to 
whoever these other guys are -and there's enough parallel you've already mentioned between Gary and Robbin 
Crosby to SUSPECT, and Deep Purple is unexpectedly all tied up in the extensions of those three groups. Aside 
from what Allen told us last night, what else gives with them?" 


That MIGHT be it, but then -NO." Neal clapped his hands together, then mimed smacking himself in the face. "I 
forgot with how long it's been since they've been around -all the Ratt guys were inspired by Blue Oyster Cult. 
Especially their singer -who, quite frankly, I'm glad they're not around, because he's obnoxious enough to drive 


everyone in this house insane some days." 


Donald perked up, perhaps bravely sinister from being well past overtired. "Easier or harder to deal with than 


Kevin? If that's a fair question" 


Neal rolled his eyes, but managed a ghost of a naughty grin of his own. "For me? Kevin. As much as | love to 
rag on him for how fast he can drive me crazy. I've lived with him long enough. | can tune what bothers me 
out most days, and am fine with the rest. Stephen, | COULD deal with -until he starts getting relentlessly 


sleazy, because | don't have patience for that crap." 
"Oh, I'd SAY!" 


"Yeah, when he's a bit more down to earth, you might find you would RESPECT Stephen more, because he 
doesn't put on any facades -he pretty much admits to what he is, and the terrible things he's done in his 
past. Makes no bones about it, but he doesn't show any shame about it either. But when you're just minding 


your own business, Kevin's still a lot less disruptive." 


"You're right that | would respect the honesty, even if | would despise everything else." Donald snorted. "Y'know, 
| might just reconsider how much of a hassle it would be to move outside the default location if he spends too 


much time here in the future." 


"If it were all up to me and not my band mates as well, | might, too!" Neal rolled his eyes, dramatically 
exaggerating a past of repressed exasperation. "For all of his short window for messing around, l'm amazed 


Stephen has yet to give Eric a stroke." 


‘lm not sure; | think he's come close to that a few times'th lately WITHOUT him being here, but that's already 
done and discussed, aside from whatever the fuck they've got going on that's either gonna settle down or 
present itself soon enough." Donald haphazardly slung one upturned palm to the side. "The Moody Blues, again? 
Is there ANYONE else'th here with some connection to them that we haven't listed? Because aside from 
whoever's controlling this place having control over us ALL, I'm still not seeing how they're directly connecting 


to anyone else, here -and it seems'th our surprise connections to Blue Oyster Cult are the only foundation to 


both of US being connected to all the others -so FAR." 


"They DO have me at a loss for anything direct, aside from what they've developed with Dokken and Winger 


here." 


‘Seems most likely to ME, too, but that's still not working with the past in Standard. Guess'th that's just more 
reason we're DEFINITELY not done talking to John yet." 


"Speaking of him, I'm thinking that's better off as a sit down with John Lodge and Allen, but they've got a hell 
of a lot of small, odd things in common with Blue Oyster Cult” Neal frowned, getting up from the couch and 
pacing around the coffee table in thought. "Though most of those aren't really anything stronger than the 
parallel things we said earlier. l'm not sure how, but | saw enough to know that lan Gillan and Justin Hayward 


knew each other pretty well from somewhere, before they came to front either of their bands." 
"But | take it you did NOT see how their bands were related beyond that." 


"And, Jon Lord has admitted he doesn't care for The Moodies, so maybe that takes it a step back, trying to 
relate them to Deep Purple." 


"Not necessarily," countered Donald. "I'd have it in myself to guess'th that any solid encounter at some point 
has a lot more weight to it than just having opinions of another act. Indirect connections probably have more 
pull as well. As far as l'm concerned, | didn't care much to look into bands that get grouped under the ‘AOR’ 
term -whatever you want to call it of however many things I've heard that stand for, when it seems none of 
them mean anything different. Here, | come to find out I'm heavily related to one without being the wiser. Say, 
did you guys have many run-ins with The Eagles, being under Azoff?" 


"Not as many as you'd think, though we've had brief encounters, and between us and Styx, we've done tours 
with Felder." Neal shrugged u enthusiastically, but wrote it down, anyway. "Early days, we had more indirect 
connection to them through our hometown rival -Fogelberg was practically an unofficial member with them at 
one point. We used to jokingly call him ‘Mr. Acoustic’ 


"Doesn't seem like much of a rivalry, if that's the worst you had for him." 
"Rivalry wasn't anything too vicious -aside from competing for local gig space and audience. Gary traded gear 


with him once or twice." Neal managed another knowing half-grin “Guess that adds to our list, too. Though, I've 


got the odd feeling there's something else the two of us have in common -l'm still trying to think of it” 


"At this rate, I've stopped being but so surprised. Even if Kevin IS right for some of us being up to chance, I'd 
dare to say there's a reason | ended up here -and that our controller probably knows AT LEAST half of all 
this'th. But is there any band anyone here is connected to -and maybe NOT here yet -that would MAKE an 


indirect connection with someone else here to The Moody-?" 


Donald didn't even get to finish his question before being cut off with triumphant answer, in a full-volume 


shout. 


"-AH-HAH" Neal lit up and pointed directly up at the ceiling, before all but slinging himself back down in his 


spot on the sofa -provoking a wild, incredulous look from Donald -and snatching up the notebook. 


"The Who! They KNEW The Moody Blues, not unlike how we got to know them, but over a DECADE before us. 
Isle of Wight Festival. Both of them ended up recording and releasing something from one of the years. And 
now that | think of it, | think it was Gary who mentioned some long-running joke about John Entwistle 
considering bailing for The Moodies during a tough spot in the early days -which isn't impossible, because John 
Lodge's predecessor would have been leaving them somewhere around that time." 


"Going by your earlier warning, you're gonna get us BOTH in the hot seat with Liz, shouting like that. And 
YOU'RE gonna get the better part of it, if | have to walk out of here to make sure." Grinning, perhaps a bit too 
mischievously at the prospect of Neal getting chewed out by the crew member who was essentially a ‘bus 
mom’ as Alan Gratzer had put it, earlier in the evening, Donald pointed to the tangled web of a diagram Neal 
was drawing. "Anyone else'th here possibly related to those two bands Kevin dropped right under our noses? 
Since we're back at it?" 


"You'd have to ask Reb, or Kip, whenever he might come around next -or /will, if 'm HERE -but | think Reb 
MIGHT have mentioned doing a soundtrack session in the 80s, in all of the sessions he did play on, where he 
worked with Roger Daltrey. So there's more connection across all of us here to The Who. And l'm not aware of 


anything they've got with Deep Purple, but considering they were from some of the same areas, | wouldn't 


doubt it. If nothing ELSE, they both have a history of liking to blow shit up." 


‘Seems'th fair enough to ME. Maybe its just as WELL they don't live here with us -if they hypothetically ARE 
around" Donald paused, springing an inquisitive look. "You know, Kip DID mention compatibility having a potential 
impact on who ends up where. Would it be impossible to say that extends to matters of safety? As far as IM 
concerned, it's dangerous'th ENOUGH living in a house with just Ritchie, and its pushing it, putting him in the 
same house with someone as hyperactive as Albert. Wouldn't be wise, having him live with other destructive 
lunatics, twenty-four seven" 


"Hell, no! Probably not -and that might be possible. Even though l'm still more inclined to believe they just 
haven't arrived in the Split world yet, if they ever will Maybe if they'd been here, or arrived around the same 
time, we'd have ended up in the same location together -maybe not in the same place as Deep Purple to avoid 


that problem -| don't know. Maybe it's BOTH -Hell, I'll TELL Kevin THAT one, if he keeps pushing the matter.” 


Neal looked up in thought. "Well, | guess you could still question that, since Blue Oyster Cult were known for 
their lasers and pyrotechnics, too. But, then again, Eric had a tight rein on safety around that." 


"Or anything ELSE, as far as I've seen Though | can appreciate it half the time for THAT, even if it DID get on 
my last nerve this week" Donald flinched again as the clock struck once for 5:30 this time. "And that's strike 
two for both of us -if I'm gonna jump at fucking CLOCKS, and you're gonna ramble in back and forth 


indecisiveness and forget about volume control, this conversation ends at 6:00, whether we think we're done 


with it or not." 


"Sure, if you say so. l'm not really sure about Queen, but | know they have a lot of connections to Def Leppard 


over in the other location, so I'd wonder if they'd sooner end up there." 
"Possibly." Donald tossed his hands up. "Don't really know enough about that to speak there." 


Silence, and ticking, once again. The light coming in between the blinds was more of a royal, periwinkle now, as 


red hues were creeping in from the beginning sunrise. 


"Well, now I'm about drawing a blank on where to go from there," Neal muttered, standing up and resuming his 


pace around the coffee table again. "Does that make strike three?" 
| wasn't gonna call it that, so only if you WANT it to." 


"We could list bands that we're all closer to than who's already here -starting with The Who, and Styx for us, 
and The Doobie Brothers for you, but | think that might be getting into another whole can of worms." Neal 
sighed. "And then, we've also considered capacity -which this location may very well be pushing the limit. So 
maybe if we'd been here earlier, we could have ended up with any of those guys here, but now, probably not, 


if that makes sense. | could articulate it better, but not tonight." 


‘I'd say you're pushing closer toward strike three with THAT, but neither can |. | see what you're getting at, 
though. Let's say if any of them ever turn up in another forming location someday, has anyone EVER moved 
between official locations, that you're aware of, or have heard of? And l'm not talking about just for a visit, 
either, but permanently." Donald snorted as he posed the thought. "Goddamnit, there's something else | COULD 
have asked Don Dokken, had | thought of it earlier." 


"Well, any of us will probably have another chance for that, if there's any good news to be had there. Or to 
ask Jeff, if we're gonna chase John Lodge any further." Neal shrugged and looked up at the ceiling. "As far as | 
know, I'm not sure if lan Gillan and Roger Glover really belong to this location, or the other main one we know 
about, since they spend so much time there. And David Coverdale. | guess if they end up going through the 
Split, Whitesnake might end up there, because they're very close with Def Leppard and the Scorpions. Aside 
from Reb, because he primarily belongs to Winger, though we've figured out some of them spend a fair 
amount of time there, too." 


"| guess'th Kip might be the closest confirmed case of that. He's moved there, semi-permanently, anyway. 
Though, I'm not sure if it counts when he's obviously going to come right back here as soon as he can, with all 
the connections'th he has here. I'm just wondering, if any of those guys were to start showing up in the Split 
world, would they just start forming other locations when this one is at capacity? Or would any of us shift to 
live with bands we're more related to? Like, let's say The Who show up I'm a new location -with or without 
Queen Would all of you in REO Speedwagon relocate after being here this long -assuming that's not 


subjective?" 


‘| may have to raise a white flag on that one, tonight, avoiding the part that could be subjective," Neal 
admitted. "We're close with Cheap Trick. They hang out in the first location, and they don't seem inclined to 
move -| guess they're close with AC/DC, but then they're in good standing with parts of Deep Purple.” 


Neal paused his stride, and frowned in thought, swaying in time to the clock's ticking. 


"| think Styx are actually around, and they've decided to do their own thing -which, if that's what they want to 
do, more power to them for succeeding at it. They're close with Cheap Trick, too, which might explain when 
those guys aren't always around in the other main location -if they're together. Truth be told, we could 
probably break off and go be with them, and if there's a certain number of bands required to get together 
that might start a new location, we might just make it happen. But at the moment, I'm at least not inclined to 


move again" 


"Yeah, anyone who is THIS soon has bigger problems going on" Donald shook his head, snarky humor faltering as 
he took over the pen briefly to make note of what Neal was failing to write down, whilst introspecting in place. 


"Truth be told -and maybe l'm being more direct than usual at this hour, because l'm just thinking - 
hypothetically, again, if some of these other guys ARE out there in some other location, and if Walter is with 
them. Though l'm inclined to think he's either not in the Split world, YET, or he's where | expected him to be, 
under the influence of the same time period on HIS side, and THAT still has us blocked out. Because | don't 


really have the same sense'th of impact from the event | came from in March." 


‘Is been over for a couple of months now, so yes -and | can see it," noted Neal, taking the notebook back, yet 


still standing with it, deep in thought. 


"HOWEVER, we saw with Kip -or | did, anyway, and you HEARD about it -if either of us have some block, he 
could be out there, and this location might not even be far away, and some of us might not have the ability to 
notice'th." With something between a scoff, and begrudging amusement, Donald pointed to the notes Neal now 


held onto. "In this case, Kevin might actually HAVE a point.” 
But Neal stood, brow suddenly contracting with creeping, realization. 


"Hang on.. You said he went to Hawaii to self-rehabilitate, and was living there for a good portion of the 80s 
and 90s?" 


"Yes." Donald fixed Neal with a stinging, sidelong warning glance. “Careful. THE fact I'm having to remind YOU of 
that is THIS close to being strike three." 


"Yeah, it IS, but | just realized -you see, that's interesting," Neal insisted, holding up a finger, with wheels now 
turning behind his eyes. "Because Kevin spent time there briefly, to break out of the drinking habits he doesn't 
like to acknowledge now, and then | ALSO lived there, a good part of that same time frame -when | wasn't 
staying in California with the band or on tour.. And then Liz was, too, and she stayed there even after | moved 
back to the mainland. | can't recall any times we crossed paths, BUT, does that constitute another connection - 


and if so, how MUCH?" 


Silence, once again. This time, Donald rose from the couch as well, with lack of prompt response speaking for 


level of surprise. 


He laughed without any restraint, but Neal could hear for the first time that evening, the lack of any 
underlying mirth, and despite impaired judgement from lack of sleep, had enough left to know not to speak 
further on the subject, and that he'd struck a fairly dissonant chord. 


“That IS interesting.” 


Hesitantly, Neal made note of the suggestion in the notebook, which Donald turned to look at, and nodded, 


implying agreement of importance. 


"It probably is, and its something worth discussion, but I'll need to come back to that with my mind on full 
power to think about it -BEFORE we talk about it with both of us in a less clouded state. And | think that's 
gonna be strike three for myself,” he finally admitted. 


"Would probably be wise, anyway." Closing the notebook, Neal dropped the pen, bent down to pick it up, and 
misjudged the distance between his hand and the coffee table, clocking his knuckles under the edge. "Damn it! 
Well, there's my strike three, when l'm apparently no better than my band mates at this point. Not gonna stay 
up longer to find out what else I'm gonna hurt myself on or knock over at the rate we've been going.” Picking 
up the pen a second time, and handing the notebook back over to Donald for safekeeping, Neal turned to head 
down the hall toward the room the rest of REO had occupied. "Guess I'll see you later today -given there's no 
way around the fact that it's morning already." 


"Yeah, IF you don't disappear," said Donald, implying his farewell with just enough snark to prove the shock of 
revelation hadn't knocked him entirely off guard, and flipping through the pages Neal had filled of sleepy, 
scrawling handwriting. 


"Though, | suppose | can excuse your next absence after this -after managing to come THIS far." 


"So this was all about me making up for disappearing? Cool, if I'm off the hook for telling all that, | can work 
with it. Later." 


Donald snorted, watching as Neal opened and disappeared in a more temporary sense, through the bedroom 


door. 
"Later... whenever that is." 


Since while all this remains a mystery, we DO know there's no way around that.. 


May 24th, 2019: Things Aint What They're Supposed To 
Be 


Author's Notes: 
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By just over a week's time, following arrival in Norfolk, Don, Reb, Mick, and Jeff had all disappeared from the 
Lapse house, on return to their long running event. The entirety of REO Speedwagon left in short succession to 
return to their own, more recent one, leaving the space inside eerily quiet, as tension that had continued to 


build over the week stood, undistracted by the better half of those uninvolved, 


Back on the first day following arrival, the rising tension that had been apparent along the trip seemed better, 
if not entirely gone. Donald and Neal had both made note of the improvement, later on in the afternoon when 
they had re-emerged, following their all nighter. Most of everything was unpacked, save for a few items some 
of the Blue Oyster Cult guys were stalling on, with whatever storm they had hidden precariously under the 


surface. 


Whatever it was, it was posing less of a threat in the immediate aftermath of the first signs shown, and 
showing less obvious effects. Allen was perhaps not quite as mysterious about his motives as he might have 
been under normal conditions, undoubtedly having directed his guarded side toward his own band mates, but he 
was far less distractible from individual conversations when he returned with revamped curiosity about Don 


Dokken's new confessions. 


"Alright, FINE. Yes, you can have at it, now," Donald ceded, with mock annoyance as he tossed the latest 
evidence volume in Allen's direction. "Since'th Neal and | have yet to return to our VERY rough draft from our 
unplanned discussion last night, and | know you're going to read right through it even if | tell you NOT to, how 
about you add anything YOU know that we don't, BEFORE Neal fixes it up?" 


"Have | EVER passed up the opportunity? Assuming | haven't already planned for us to find someone who can 
tell us more about it?" Allen shrugged, before slipping through the door to the exterior stairwell, seeking brief 


escape from the remaining, claustrophobic sprawl of items that hadn't been put into proper organization. 


"I think that seems to be the biggest difference between him and Don Dokken," Neal quipped. "Both have 
thought it through more than any of us might realize, and for who the hell knows how long. Except one readily 
says anything that might be welcomed for the sake of making it all happen, and the other practically needs it 


extracted by force to start, for fear of what could go wrong.” 


"Yeah, fucking TELL me about it” Donald scoffed and shook his head in frustration. "I'm still trying to figure out 
which one | understand more. But it doesn't take understanding a whole LOT for me to have the sense'th that 
something's still OFF, and what | don't understand is how that all just goes AWAY. Considering how long events 


seem to hang on to other people around here." 


"Well, it might depend on how strong it is, how fast it's progressing, and if its being resisted in a certain way. 
At least from between what Allen pulled out of everything you guys did while | was away, up against what | 
heard about Mike briefly disappearing right as | was coming back from the snow -actually, | think he came 
back right after | arrived." 


"| guess'th that DID happen If that's a measure of how | wasn't exactly all WITH it that night, either. OR looking 
for that much, yet." 


"Well, hell if I'm gonna remember every little sign | might have overlooked last summer, and God knows how 
many there were." Neal tapped his fingers in bouncing cadences against the side table near them as he 
pondered the situation. "From what | was told about, it would have been set right after Mike's departure, had 
it gone through instead of dropping off so quickly. So would he have felt much influence about it to ask him 


about, or are we better to ask John to compare notes, once we see whatever's about to happen here?" 


Already have said we need to talk fo John about other things He saw Mike's departure on BOTH sides in Standard, 
because he stayed through it.. Who knows what ELSE he's seen around here, too, with the role he's taken to being 


in. 
"John" Both Neal and Donald spoke it in unison. 


"At some point we've gotta stop saying we NEED to talk to him and actually fucking DO it," Donald continued. 
"Even though it DID give us something, a surprise conversation along the road doesn't count, so let's make it 
happen. As soon as we have something about this from Allen. Because knowing what we know about him, once 


he's got thoughts'th on where this is going, he's not gonna keep it all to himself for too long." 


"Can't see any reason why we can't do him a solid and make note of what we can from outer perspective," 


Neal offered, "since he did that from exile. I'll try my hand at it again" 
Donald stared expectantly at Neal for a beat of silence, then scoffed. 


"There's a good, damn reason YOU can't, now, if there wasn't one ALREADY. You didn't give a condition to that 
statement. You're gonna fucking DISAPPEAR in the middle of it." 


"Aw, fuck," groaned Neal after a moment, coming to the realization after a moment to process it, and quickly 
attempting correction. ‘Well, IF | don't disappear, if it's not too late to say it. Or worth holding out hope that 
Allen's not right about how often that happens that way." 


"| know better than to count on it" 


If the subtle change in Allen's attitude wasn't telling of some amount of conflict having been present, Eric 
seemed less uptight and rigid in his attitude, and more than Neal was inclined to chalk up to the physical move 


being behind them. 


Something Neal was quick to fess up to, upon putting his thoughts together on the matter, and seeing the 
opportunity, later on, when Donald snidely noted the unusual mood Eric was in. Not that he expected it would 
offset his impending time away. 


"Yeah, ABOUT what | said last right about that..." 


"What, about Eric ATTEMPTING to lay back in general? Or with Albert and whatever the hell his deal was, 
yesterday." 


"Well, both, actually," Neal admitted. "I know from what my Alan said, with the efforts he and Paicey were 
putting in, already, it was in part to have less of the organization directly on Eric. That might have already 
been a conscious effort to get him to lay back -as counter-intuitive as it might have been when Paicey can 
be a little of the same when he gets going. But for all he was like yesterday, you didn’t see it back in the Fall. 
He was a whole lot worse with everyone in general. And Albert being a ‘ray of sunshine’? The drop-off of his 
bad mood today is way quicker, and to a greater amount than it was last time, like there was more to it than 


just the move." 


"Well, Eric sure had enough of his moments yesterday, either way." Donald snorted. "Wonder how many 
ruptured blood vessels'th in his eyes he's got hiding behind those sunglasses right now." 


"Yeah, and you probably didn't find it all that chaotic if you were preoccupied speculating when it might have 
happened," Neal accused, knowingly, though giving way to an amused smirk at the thought. 


"Well, to back your point, the majority of it was when he was dealing with Albert, and I've got a hunch about 
that. Considering you've seen this at least one other time when | haven't, it'd be pretty difficult for me to 
compare and make an argument from that, IF there would be one to make. But | HAVE noticed a few things 
that don't require any comparison point to have suspicions'th about. What you've seen only backs it up, as far 
as | can tell. Because that IS a pretty big fucking difference for one day. I'm sick of repeating the ‘band culture’ 
thing, but for the ridiculous things some of you all have gotten over and continued with, I'd say bouncing back 


that fast from THAT isn't all too normal in the standard world." 


"Generally speaking? No." Neal tossed his hands up. "| mean, it's not impossible -there've been times Kevin and 
Gary got in some real crappy moods and went at it just as bad over random, petty things that could go on for 
awhile. Though, they sure did snap out of one of those in an instant when we got the call about H hfidelity 


charting number one." 


"Something that probably wasn't that serious to begin with, although | guess'th certain marks bring on a sense 


of achievement, whether or not it ends up staying true over time." 


"Nope, even though they probably THOUGHT it was the worst thing in the world at the time, or at least they 
joke it was. And yeah, they did set themselves up for disappointment, the next time around -which there was 
much of. Perhaps it was worth it in the moment, though, just for extending the good times before things 
started drifting apart" 


Donald snorted. "Not that serious, and give them something else'th to THINK about -alright, THAT | can get. But 
you tell me what you think about THIS. You say it dropped off faster; | say it dropped off TOO fast, and 
they're being way too quiet for wherever they're standing to be anything normal. It's like they're 
DELIBERATELY trying to pretend it's NOT still happening -or at least make everyone else think it's all fine." 


"Well, yeah, | could see that," Neal ceded, after a few beats of silence. "Having been from a band that's guilty 
of taking the same approach a few times, sometimes for good reason, and occasionally against my own wishes, 
the patterns are there. And the only time I've really seen any of them act like their normal selves was with 


Mick, earlier on" 


Mick Brown had turned into an absolute manchild, once he had finished unpacking, temporarily kicking Albert out 
of the subdued silence he'd been in since his mood had dropped off, by playfully pushing him all through the 
house on the hand-truck dolly. Eventually, that had spread to Joe, who decided to join in the fun, then join up 
with his older brother in cajoling Buck into getting on the hand-truck as well, just for the hilarious image it 


would create. 


The lift in mood was more than enough to offset the overbearing, wild nature Mick was notorious for, which 

was perhaps amplified after its long absence. Not being one to be outdone by any of the antics, and perhaps in 
a play to assert herself into the full household with her new greenhorn rank, Liz took it upon herself to chase 
after and take pictures, which unbeknownst to her would have more meaning to be worth cherishing just days 


later. 


"And they're oddly quiet again, now, except Buck, who I'm starting to think is ALWAYS quiet. I'd expect Allen 
would have been here WITH us going over all the notes, UNLESS he's still preoccupied with SOMETHING -and we 
already know what that could be." 


"You think he's trying to put what we have so far to the test?" Neal raised his eyebrows. "I wouldn't put it 


past him, but then I'm not sure how deep in on this his band mates are." 


“That's just IT," Donald insisted, pointing in Neal's direction as the ends clicked together. "We don't know how 
much of whatever this is has to do with THAT, in addition to the initial source'th of trouble. Hey, are you by 
chance'th aware of any sort of events being brought on SOLELY by unrelated stuff happening HERE?" 


"You're gonna have to find someone who's been around longer than both of us to answer that one, because | 
sure haven't noticed a case of that, if it CAN happen," retorted Neal. "Probably Don or Jeff. As for Allen's 
guys, | have a feeling it's not the first they've heard of it, but damn. That isn't gonna be easy for them to 
change the ways they're set in, with the kind of control Eric and Joe usually go for. Or at least prefer to 


have." 


"So then we'd best be aware, and be prepared to see something go down in the event that sparks fly -or | 
should, since | wouldn't put it past you to disappear THEN. That's as much as I'll speculate until | know what 
exactly it's all about, since'th talk seems to be cheap when everything we've seen has pitched around so much 
in the last day, who KNOWS how many more times it's gonna pitch around and what'll come of it before 
reaching a conclusion. Aside from the fun time Allen's gonna have working through it with those two -and 


probably already is with how he's acting." Donald paused, and smirked. "I don't envy him." 


Speculation stopped for the time being, but it didn't stop either from keeping a lookout for the signs over the 
next few days, during which the action was at an uncomfortably quiet stalemate. Nor did it keep Allen Lanier 
from recognizing it, even when his back was turned. 


"Eric and | have been discussing some things," he graciously offered, on the third day following arrival. "We 
haven't QUITE reached a conclusion, but you'll be some of the first I'll tell when I've got something interesting 
-and enough of it to make some sense of it." 


Allen seemed to falter with uncertainty with his vague suggestion as to how the band as a whole were dealing 
with their situation, but his expression lightened as he offered one hint of hope, easily implied to Eric's 


involvement. 
"He's not opposed in any way." 


The precariously peaceful quiet had continued, up until Dokken made their departure. What had been civil, 
coexistence, despite little of the typical roughhousing and playful bickering expected amongst the Blue Oyster 
Cult family began deteriorating into tense glances between each other, and a more insidious silence, until the 
same, surly look Albert had worn along the roadside in Appomattox, made more severe with pupils blown from 
the effects of cocaine, made its reappearance the night before Neal and his band mates disappeared, as 


expected. 


When Liz gave Albert a stern warning upon catching him mean-mugging his band mates the evening prior, Joe 
had tried to laugh as he might have over his older brother getting scolded, but couldn't manage it. Not even 
when it involved a harmless ultimatum compared to the ones he'd tried throwing at his own band mates, 


suggesting he either fix his face or chance getting his nails painted in his sleep. 


Not that Liz would have likely had the chance to dole out the practical joke of a punishment, being swept back 
into the event with the band she'd looked out for long before finding her way into the Split world with several 
others. As far as Donald could tell, not even Albert's own band mates has seemed interested at any point of 
the morning to check if she had gotten that chance. 


UNLESS there's a reason why they CANT. Havent seen Albert YET, today, and I get the sense its NOT because 
he's sleeping off being fucked up last night.. 


Despite the odd tension about the present members of Blue Oyster Cult having reached the threshold where it 
almost wasn't worth observing for information, he had uneasily settled with staying near Allen for the day, 


with both Don and Neal gone. 


Neal disappeared overnight.. Don Dokker’s been gone for three days now. | COULD have been fooled into second 
guessing myself BEFORE that, that MAYBE we were grasping for signs that werent really there. But sure 
ENOUGH. 


Donald's internal monologue, surveying the signs of the present day, was interrupted as Joe let off an overly- 
dramatic groan from the kitchen. The bassist had just found himself straddling one of the resident dogs of this 
Lapse house, whilst trying to put away groceries Eric had just brought back from the store. A stout and 
sturdy beagle, who despite his small stature could have probably pulled a train car, judging by how firm a grip 


Don Dokken had kept on his leash earlier in the week whenever he would take him out on walks. 


‘Waylon’, as they all called the dog, could be identifiable as a permanent fixture of the location, judging by his 
tags. Rather than a true street address, like the dogs they occasionally saw from the facility beneath them, 


his tag read Location: Commonplace 2 


He had darted between Joe's legs, eager to find out if any of the items Joe sorted through and placed inside 
the fridge were worth begging for. Unfortunately, he was a bit too eager, and nearly knocked Joe over as he 
nudged his way in. The position also made it awkward for Joe to reach forward and open drawers, when added 


to his small stature. 


"Waylon, you're driving me crazy! With a sigh, Joe ended up closing the fridge, and placing the last produce bag 
back inside the paper shopping bag on the counter. Instead of continuing along, he grabbed a leash from a hook 
on the back door and swiftly took the dog out and down the internal stairwell through the utility room. 

Moments later, he returned alone, presumably having left Waylon in the fenced-in yard, long enough to have a 


moment of peace. 


Buck took a wary glance toward Joe through the cutout window between the kitchen and the living room, but 
didn't say anything. 


From the corner of the living room furthest from the kitchen, Donald surveyed the residents who remained 


within the location, and took mental inventory. 


Ritchie Blackmore was nowhere in sight, very likely sleeping in well past noon, as he preferred. Jon Lord was 
also out of sight, still tidying up the bedroom he and his band mates occupied, not yet entirely settled in after 


the move. 


lan Paice sat in an armchair in the living room, almost at the border where it ran continuously with the dining 
room. He had a book, and was keeping quiet, though Donald could readily suspect he was discreetly watching, 


same as he was. 


Mike, Ray, and John had left the house not long beforehand, with the suggestion they were driving out to a 
state park in Virginia Beach. 


Despite his distractedness, Allen had managed earlier on to pitch in the possibility that they could very well 
disappear into an event together, albeit there weren't many of the other signs to suggest it. 


We KNOW where Reb and the rest of Dokken are, and REO -haven't seen them because they're not HERE. Joe's 
over there in the kitchen about to have a fucking conniption; Allen's at the dining room table writing notes, Buck's 
on the couch with his laptop and trying to pretend he doesnt see Joe pitching a fit, Eric's putting away laundry 
supplies.. | DONT know WHERE Albert is, or why nobody seems fo have seen him today.. It's probably why lan is 
here -he's watching to see if he can figure out what the hell's going on, since it's the same question we've all asked 
ourselves at some point this week He's too passive to ASK, so he would have to watch. The Moodies have never 
seemed to enjoy the bickering as long as Ive been here; they probably went out today to GET away if they 
noticed Albert's suddenly not around.. Maybe Ritchie would push buttons, but OH, what the hell, might as well get 
on with it.. 


The only others in the house who might have had the guts to ask the question that had been hanging silently 
over everyone in the house were either missing in action, or directly involved in the circumstances behind it, 
which to Donald's chagrin, left it entirely up to him to do the prodding, It also left it to him to face any 
consequences of prodding from anyone who hadn't surrendered the war on opening the conversation about the 
Split world oddities in Appomattox. 


"Where's Albert?" 
"Don't. Fucking. Ask," Joe grumbled. 


lust as expected | KNEW I was goma hear it from ONE of you.. Knew it would either be you or Eric, and Id bet 
Allen would guess the same. Personally, | expected it from Eric, first, though | know Allen's been up to SOMETHNG 
with him involving this.. 


‘It was just a question, Joe," murmured Buck, even more soft-spoken than usual, and looking a bit defeated. 


Nevertheless, there was a warning beneath his seemingly unshaken calmness with his band mate's world-class 


mood. /ts not that deep. 


Actually, depending on which part of it you look af, its deeper than YOU think.. But not an invitation to pitch a fit 
when Im not gonna MAKE you answer if youre THAT dead set against it. This must be what drove Don Dokken to 
give it up.. 


Allen sighed with a slight wheeze, taking a wary, warning glance of his own toward his other high-strung band 


mate, before turning back toward Donald, perhaps finally intent on breaking the silence. 


With gradual progression throughout the week, he physically looked fwo decades older than he had on the drive 
home, and perhaps he indeed was, by just under half that much. Already, his face and eyes looked more 
sunken beneath his razor-sharp cheekbones, and he looked so tired, he truly did look like the veteran of the 
metaphorical, psychic wars he'd joked about becoming during his first encounter with Donald, just over a 


month ago, to the date. 


"We're starting to see some things unfold, namely, some of the same problems that we experienced back in ‘8I 
with Albert leaving." Allen offered him a somewhat melancholy smile. "| can and will tell you more about that, if 


you would like, but | believe you already have heard the gist of it” 


Pretty sure that's what Don Dokken referenced with the cocaine hangups, and what Ive BEEN expecting with all 
the signs ..yeah, thats DEFINITELY not anything fun Was planning to resume the street mission tonight. Donald 
contemplated the vast spread of new land he had to cover after a week of research, between downtown, and 


several business districts scattered about the wide, city limits. Might just leave early if it gets much WORSE. 
"| remember ENOUGH. At least to recognize it's not a desired event." 


Its not desired, but it's not anything too terrible, considering what some bands have been through. And not 
something that would easily go too much worse, if we tried to play around with it" Allen shrugged. "So, as I've 
suggested, | talked to Eric about it. He's never been against the discussion, just unsure as most of how to get 
into it. We agreed that if there was ever an opportunity to try some things out that might have a real 
benefit if we got somewhere, but didn't put to much on the line, this is it" 


| guess thats ONE way to make light of a tedious event.. Even if nothing changes, if KNOWING is worth something 


"So, am | allowed to ask what you're trying for, and what you've got -IF you've seen something from it yet?" 


‘I'm not expecting a huge impact from our efforts if it goes all the way." Allen managed an amused huff and 
smirk. "Mainly because we haven't been too consistent, for not really having a whole agreement on what we 
WANT to try doing. The greatest thing we might do overall at this rate is stall it for now, and give ourselves 
a chance to make a more significant impact if we want, later. BUT, when you're looking for the difference, 
there IS a subtle detail when we're all working for one direction At least before we switch and try something 


else." 


"Everyone's willing to try, but nobody can agree on WHAT to try. We've already found enough evidence to 
establish that all that does'th is make a game of tug-of-war, so yeah, I'd be more surprised if you DID see a 
huge impact," said Donald, matter-of-factly, before facing Allen with a knowing smirk that the recipient was 


likely more used to giving. "But alright, since there's actually been some difference to note, what HAVE you 


tried that you've seen something from?" 


"First thing -and one thing we've all agreed and kept consistent -is keeping the worst of the ranting about the 
ultimatums and arguments between us. And more importantly, whenever possible, out of everyone else's sight." 
Allen paused, springing a regretful, half-wince, half-grin. "Now, don't think | don't realize that it's BEEN noticed 
-or that SOME people here are well aware that it's happening, even without witnessing the actual occurrence, 


or knowing the specifics." 


"We can tell you're all at least TRYING to be discreet." Donald snorted. Failing pretty miserably to hide that you 
ARE trying to hide something, even with a better effort than most here can probably make. “Don Dokken said 
plenty on how the press spreading false rumors'th and blowing the conflict in his band out of proportion made 
it escalate faster than it was doomed to." 


"And that is part of the strategy Eric and | discussed trying out. It's not that we don't think that people aren't 


going to speculate from whatever they do see-" 
Donald smirked, this time a bit sheepishly. "Guilty as charged" 


"Expected from you, and already forgiven," Allen replied. "But, if we don't make as big of a scene about it here 
in Lapse to where it attracts busy-bodies living with us who are inclined to take sides without knowing the 
whole story, maybe in this isolated Lapse environment, it won't be as frustrating as a whole. And maybe if we 
refuse to engage Albert in whatever he wants to argue about -because there's a lot of defiance to his 
cocaine-driven behavior -instead of trying to control HM and making him more likely to oppose us and have 
THAT cycle spin out, MAYBE there's a chance that less aggravated state of mind could carry into an event. IF 
that works as consistently as we've seen it can be. I'd also hope it could make any lasting impact of a potential 
event wear off sooner by keeping it quiet in general. You know, Joe's in a mood because he's embarrassed - 
understandably so. Its a sensitive topic for him, having to kick his own brother out of the band to force him 
to get clean, and stop him from sabotaging the band with his problems. And it's embarrassing for Albert, too. 
Maybe even more, going into it this time, from hindsight." 


"Out of curiosity, how's his mood compared to Standard? If that's not too deep to ask now," Donald challenged. 
"Because the part that's been more obvious'th than anything else is how much of a JOY he's been to be 


around." 


"He has been a bit of a P-I-double-L, lately." Allen's admission was mixed with a perfect balance of amusement 
and disappointment in his voice. "Cocaine comes with mood swings. He could be funny, still, back in Standard, 
when he wasn't throwing ultimatums and tantrums, and whatever else you could call what he was doing. There 
were less moments of him being in his upbeat swings when tour fatigue started setting in, but there were still 
good moments onstage when he wasn't arriving late, because he still enjoyed the music with us. | think he's 
been a little less difficult here than he would be in his worst moments back then, but more consistently 
grumpy. And it's hit at a time when he's a bit vulnerable to his temper going bad, anyway, with moving, so 
some of it might just come down to that. Having Mick around for a few days helped a bit." 


"But then Mick got pulled back into his event," finished Donald, recalling how much faster Albert's demeanor 
had deteriorated over the days since Dokken's disappearance. "And that was the end of THAT" 


"And that was the end of that," Allen repeated, like an affirmation. "It wasn't a great time for him to be able 
to resist it, either, regardless of if he'd wanted to try before it already set in or not.” 


"Goes as more to show that what happens'th HERE isn't isolated from what builds up an event." Donald 
shrugged. "Not that that's something | don't have enough personal experience to believe, already." 


Allen managed the short start of a chuckle. You've come a LONG way.. "Since it's not something we have to 
worry about too many external factors with, in that it's mostly an internal conflict isolated to our band, and 
we can let it turn in the original direction at any point if Albert indeed does become an accute danger to 
himself -like if he starts getting hyper stimulated enough from overdoses enough to have a heart attack at 
any second -we're seeing it as an opportunity to test a few ideas. Fighting it to the death, trying some things 
we might not have tried back in the day with our direct responses to him. It's not that there were many 
things we didn't try, but depending on how far gone his state of mind is, his own hindsight and regrets could 
change things, too, if he's willing to try with us. It could be awhile before anything happens to amount to an 
event going through. Plus, the progress of it feels like it's moving at glacial speed, so it might not be very 
strong. In which case, | can't encourage any of us getting our hopes up on seeing any results to support our 
theories soon It could be an event that just doesn't go through -or maybe Albert will see reason before we 
get to it, considering he felt pretty badly about how he acted a few years after the fact. Once he got clean 
And right now it's just hurry up and wait to see if he'll just come back on his own, rather than us forcing him 


to come back." 


‘Seems pretty logical" As a response to defiance, anyway, without first-hand experience fo know. Chasing someone 


who wants fo oppose you isn’t going to be productive.. UNLESS you can outrun them. 
A loud rumble abruptly sounded from the freezer, startling practically everyone in the room. 


"We have ice," mused Ritchie in a flat tone, standing in the hallway just on the threshold of the living room, 
outside the kitchen door, with hair still mussed with sleep. 


Joe startled, between Ritchie's voice, and seeing his figure in the doorway when he turned. "Where the FUCK 
did you COME from?!" 


"Where | ALWAYS do. | may stay out late here, but | come BACK... unlike SOMEBODY who slammed out of the 
house last night." 


From where he'd been sitting on the couch, reading and observing in silence, Paicey looked up at Ritchie, glared, 
and smacked his hands together loud enough to make everyone flinch with the reverberations of their 


eardrums, and distract Joe from bristling in response. 


"Ritchie, STOP it" 
Scoffing sinisterly at his drummer, Ritchie slunk back off down the hallway. 
Like a cat hissing just because he WANTS to hiss.. Donald smirked to recognize nothing had changed there. 


"Apologies," Paicey offered, snorting at the social construct as if he realized he wasn't the one who really 
needed to provide it. 


Silence befell yet again, just as the fridge moaned, water lines refilling the chambers of the ice maker. 
Allen raised his eyebrows and murmured to himself. "Speaking of glaciers." 


‘Or brewing storms," Joe grumbled. "Because thats what it fucking SOUNDS like. Ordinarily, I'd say HE would be 


the one carrying the dark cloud, but | honestly don't know anymore." 


"There's hardly a brewing storm right now, aside from the over your own head from being embarrassed. 


We've already had this talk," warned Allen. 


So much for them trying to be discreet at ALL, now. Boy, and we all thought ALBERT was the ray of sunshine 
around here. Must be hereditary. Brothers indeed 


This time, the brief, break of silence and mounting tension were interrupted by a railing, raspy howl from 
outside. 


Joe groaned and slumped forward, rubbing his temples with frustration "See, you can't escape ANYTHING 


around here!" 


Glancing over, and seeing Eric emerging from the hallway into the living room, coupled with a second howl from 
outside, he gulped with the expectation of a scolding for attitude, and seemed to wilt with even greater defeat. 


"WHAT in the HELL is all that racket outside about?" Choosing to overlook Joe's sour mood in favor of Waylon's 
protesting howls from the yard, Eric gave his band mates a once-over. There was more to his expression than 


confusion, but he hadn't quite made it to frustrated demands, yet. 

"Joe put Waylon outside, because he was being quite aggressive with his innate tendency to be nosy in the 
kitchen," Paicey offered, perhaps as diplomatically as anyone could have, even from the outside of the 
secretive, inner feud. 


Eric raised his eyebrows above his shades as he turned to Joe. 


NOW he's annoyed Not that it seems to take much, though.. Might be interesting to test where that threshold is, 


someday. Better watch out, now; here it comes.. 


‘Oh, and that's better? When he's now driving everyone else in this house from the outside crazy, and perhaps 
making the dogs in the kennel facility beneath us freak out so that the neighbors can have fun with it, too?" 


"Next time you nearly get knocked off your feet and end up straddling a dog in front of the fucking fridge, you 


tell me! He doesn't come after you when you're loading up the stupid washing machine!" 


"Uh, guys.." Buck raised his eyebrows, bothered by the exchange, but cautious about interrupting it, should he 


inadvertently make it worse. "Take it easy..?" 

Allen sent Buck a weak, knowing grin. Youre dealing with it better than ANY of us are. Hang in there, man.. 
Waylon howled outside again. And again 

And again 


It was in such quick succession, it sounded more like a cross between a bark and a howl, and was becoming 


more grating and raspy with each one. 


"Think he maybe just found a mouse or squirrel, or saw someone walking on that back street outside the 


gate?" asked Buck. 


Joe moaned, shaking his head and burying his face in his hands in a mix of guilt and frustration. "Oh, please, if 


he did find something in the yard, let it live." 
Again 


Eric shoved the living room balcony door open and put one foot onto the surface, leaning outside, overlooking 


the yard. 
"Hush, hush, HUSH! You're acting like a pig!" 


No sooner had he yelled out the words did he pull his foot back in over the threshold and close the door, 
yanking it quickly against the hydraulic anti-slamming mechanism, so that it abruptly clicked shut with a hiss. 


Donald snorted, just for the sake of escalating it, without speaking aloud the irony in how much louder the 
command was than the offense itself. 


"Maybe Albert is, too," offered Joe. 


This time, he was gifted a stern look from Eric, who perhaps wasn't as far gone in whatever battle they were 
attempting to resist, delivering his next command as more of a laid-back suggestion, with what could have 


been a hint of snarky play, under better circumstances. 


"Hey, you? Lose the ‘tude. You also need to hush." 

"| don't really think sitting around and bashing Albert is gonna get us anywhere better than where we're at," 
Buck murmured, clearly, if with somewhat of a more timid demeanor than his typical soft-spoken one, and not 
lifting his gaze from his laptop. 


Allen shook his head. 


"Yeah, we did that, ONCE. Didn't help anything. Possibly made some of us more miserable -even if it might not 
have stopped the inevitable to not do it" 


"Well, considering where we're at, | don't think anyone WANTS to be any more miserable-" 

Bowharooooooo! 

"-Okay, that's IT." Losing his own brief calm with the end of the momentary silence from outside, and continuing 
to darkly mutter to himself, Eric fumbled around the the keys hanging from the rack by the utility room 
door, until he found the ones he wanted. "There's a difference between taking a moment's break from your 


minor frustrations and being an asshole." 


His next move of snatching the door open with clear intent to stride swiftly through prompted Allen's eyes to 


go wide in alarm. 
"Eric!" 
Seeing his warning go ignored as Eric walked out anyway, Allen huffed a sigh and rubbed at his temples. 


"Whatever, then," he grumbled, to no one in particular. "Go ahead. Stomp out of the house and chase after the 
same, old trouble. IM still not going anywhere." 


Thankfully, Eric indeed only just went down the stairs to exit into the yard, and came back up the stairs with 
Waylon. 


"Relax. | don't particularly want to get into anything related to that, either," Eric retorted, before looking back 
down to Waylon and pointing toward the dog bed under the table in the kitchen. "Lie down" 


He appeared to hesitate, wanting to tack ‘and knock it off onto his command, but resisted the impulse to grasp 


for more control than the dog might comprehend. 
Whether not resisting would have made any difference, Waylon didn't make any protest. 


Dont know WHY, but it seems like there's something ABOUT that.. 


Later in the afternoon, following the return of Don, Mick, Jeff, and Reb, another interaction with a non- 


resident, visiting dog felt eerily coincidental in its own way. 


‘Gillespie, you'd better not,” warned Buck, sounding more crestfallen to be delivering a strong warning than he 


did stern. "Be carefull” 


The mutt, some mix of Black Lab, Dalmatian, and Pit Bull whom had only been present the last couple of days, 
but easily implied to be a frequent visitor by his interactions with Split-world veterans, came barreling 


through into the kitchen after one of the resident cats. 

The small, dark seal point Siamese's tail was fuzzed out almost four inches thick, as she turned around, to face 
the dog, cornered against the back kitchen cabinets. Both stood in low crouches as the frenetic chase ended in 
a standoff. 

Slowly, the dog's lips twitched as he started to wrinkle his snout -the step that came before baring teeth. 
Buck heaved a regretful sigh, as if his next actions were going to take great effort. Through a clenched jaw 
and in a barely-audible, very low tone from the back of his throat, he murmured slowly, pointing to the dog 
with his hand oriented at the angle for the canine sign-language ‘you're in trouble’ signal. 

"Don't you ‘winky-winky’ at her „Don't you winky-winky.." 

His slang term for the wrinkled snout, likely from a source beyond them all, if not from Liz, might have been 
worthy of ridicule on a more ordinary day. Instead, having noted something peculiar about the interaction with 
Waylon earlier, Donald restrained snarky quips toward Buck's Terminology, and watched for the outcome. 
"Dont you winky..." 

The dog finally turned around and walked off, and the cat scampered out of the kitchen by a sidelong path. 


"Gillespie, thank you," called Eric from the living room, followed by the low murmurs of Don Dokken calling the 


dog over to provide positive distraction and reinforcement for leaving the cat. 


"Well," Buck finally said with a sigh, and a perplexed look about those in eyeshot, "whatever the heck that was, | 


dunno what that was all about." 


Later that evening, Albert reentered the house, sat down with his bandmates at the dinner table, and 


everything proceeded as if nothing was ever wrong. 


Neal, who had returned with his band mates and their odd, injury limps, mere minutes after the Gillespie 
incident, shot Donald a look. They both looked to Don Dokken, and he looked over to Allen, who shared a look 
with Eric before they both shrugged. 


Dunno what THAT was all about. It seemed the silent declaration echoed across everyone in the whole room, 


with a silent, collective sigh of relief across Albert's band mates to have been nothing more. 


"Is everybody in for the night?" Alan Gratzer looked around the living room, noting the sky finally starting to 
darken a bit, despite the late, lingering sun of late Spring. "Nobody knows for sure they're gonna have to be 


running out of here for an event at any moment?" 

"Appears to be," said Paicey, after a beat of silence, and no motion about the room. 

"lll be leaving later, but not for about an hour or so," Donald stated, still intent on leaving back on his new set 
of missions ahead, despite Neal's quick return. "If you're setting the alarm, you might as well do it. | can always 


turn it off and reset it, then" 


"Okay, then l'm setting the perimeter for now, if that's all," Alan decided, punching in the set combination 
Ritchie will probably go in and out, too, he knows how." 


Armed, STAY. Exit now! ordered the alarm pad. 


"| forgot how much that thing sounds like it's contradicting itself," Alan mused. "They'd have benefited to code 


an ‘or' between those choices." 


Neal looked over to him and grinned mischievously. "What, you want me to exit now? You just told me to 


stay!" 


Armed, STAY! As if on cue, the alarm then repeated the first order as the timer to leave the building before 


the door sensors switched on ran out. 


Across the room, Donald snorted. "Apparently it does want YOU to stay. For ONCE. Which had BETTER mean 


no disappearing again." 


/ think Allen's already got plans to write this situation up.. but he's still yp for catching you up on THS situation, so 
you'd BETTER stay. 


"Well, that's the word, then. Neal, you can't leave the house!" Gary grinned from the kitchen doorway. 
"Hey, I'm fine with that. Considering | sure hope | don't have to leave here again when | JUST got back." 


"You see, that's true," said Allen, from where he sat on the couch with Albert, in the aftermath of a private 


conversation. "It'd be pretty unfortunate for you if it wanted you to exit” 


"The only problem | have is if you all start acting like hooligans and knuckleheads, and | can't get AWAY from 
it," retorted Neal. "That was the ONE advantage of being in a massive building -you could always find 


someplace around the hall to sneak off to, instead of having to leave the house." 


"For that, you ought to be thankful that Gillan is still not here," hissed Ritchie, slinking through the room with 


a black cat following him as though it were his own shadow. 


Eric snorted as he nudged past Ritchie on his way in, shook his head in dismissal of the jab, and gave Donald 
the codes to arm and disarm the pad, and house keys. 


"There. Go ahead -walk in and out of here and on into town, and keep doing what you do as much as you want. 
Just make sure you do have the alarm set whenever you leave at night, because there is a lot more crime 


around here. Not that the stuff to watch out for is anything new to us." 


Donald snorted. "Yeah, probably on a smaller scale when this city's got nothing on New York. Might just be 
ENOUGH after where we've been, though." 


"What, sudden change of scenery and culture shock isn't enough to keep us on our toes?" Allen's brief, 
sarcastic remark and matching grin were overtaken by surprise as Gillespie ran up to the couch and put his 
paws up on the arm rest, catching the electrical cord of the lamp on the adjacent side table, and nearly 


knocking over a drink glass, which Allen caught at the last second. 


The sudden double-take and shift of Allen's expression, and the resulting scene itself triggered Albert into a 
wild fit of giggling on the other side of him. 


"Gillespie, CALM DOWN," ordered Eric, straining precariously forward on his toes to reach over the dog to 
stabilize the wobbling lamp on the side table. "Be CAREFUL" 


Allen blew out a sigh, with minor crisis averted, then groaned. "Gracious... | think he's gotten MORE naughty 
since the last time we were all here." He looked at Gillespie with a tired, yet endearing expression. "Eric's gonna 


have some moments with you over the next few days." 


"Hell yeah, we are," Eric declared. "Gonna have to tone THAT down a bit if he's gonna be here for over a week 


this summer." 


"The dog's named after Dizzy Gillespie," mused Donald, still tickled at the thought after having asked Don 
Dokken if he could verify the dog's name origin. "That might be the best thing I've seen here, yet. Not sure 
what to make of his temperament, though." 


"He's friendly, usually," said Eric, grabbing the dog by the collar, and directing him with a silent command to lie 
down, before going to sit down on the other side of Albert. "Though he is defensive, so if you're coming back 
late at right after everyone else is in bed, you might want to call his name a couple of times before you open 


the door so he knows you know him." 


"And beware of ‘the zooms'," added Buck. 


"Oh, hell, beware of the zooms," Allen repeated. "If there was ever ONE entirely consistent rule here, thats it. 
You DO NOT want to be in the way of those." 


"Seriously." Joe bugged his eyes for emphasis. "You had a bruise, like-?" 


"From below my knee all the way down my shin, just above my ankle." Allen closed his eyes and shook his head, 
wincing at just the thought of the pain at Eric's reminder. "Came barreling around the corner too quick to 
stop himself and rammed right into my leg. Didn't see him coming, but the impact damn near brought fears to 
my eyes." 


"Its gotten better with age," Joe offered. "He's lost most of his hearing since we came around, so except at 

night when it's quiet enough he might catch it, the doorbell doesn't stir up as much commotion. And he tore 
out an ACL, so the zooms aren't as bad as they were. When we first got here, once we got settled, he ended 
up going to ‘Camp Eric Bloom’. Boot camp!" 


"lve been to Camp Eric Bloom before," Albert joked, perking up with a grin 


"Yeah, | had to keep you in camp nonstop on the road, and it never quite got you past acting like a hooligan," 
Eric quipped. "Until you became MORE than a hooligan, and got booted out of boot camp for your own good." 


"Yeah" Albert sobered up a bit, sinking down deeper on the couch between Allen and Eric, as if to anchor 
himself in place. "But, | don't really want to go there right now." 


"Neither do |, Albert" Eric sighed, exchanging a knowing glance with Allen, before reaching over and finally 


giving the drummer an understanding pat on the shoulder. "Neither do |" 


The Lapse Between Dominance and Submission 
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Let me be real from the beginning: | don't know what the hell I'm doing with this, or who exactly l'm addressing. 
No big deal, though. I'll figure it out as | go, and whatever | get, I'll make it work. Seems thats what everyone 
else has been doing so far, anyway. Probably what we all do in any life, if you really think about it. Hope we're 
all cool with each other with where that's at. 


Allen's notes seem to suggest anyone still hanging around now would be, anyway, so let's get to it. 


| guess he's stirred up some quasi-rebellion, based on a track record he's kept since he first found himself 


here. l'm not one bit surprised by either of those. 


Buck and | are the only ones in our band who have been in the Split world longer than him, and so far, there's 
nothing either of us can say if our experiences in the time between our arrivals that disagree with how things 


generally work around here 


He got me into this band all those years ago back in Standard. Made some connections and pulled some strings 
in the background -more than anyone would expect from an introvert of his type -l'm guessing not too far 
removed from the extent of what's been going on here that | haven't noticed. So | guess | still owe him a little 


written portion of my thoughts on this. 


We like being here in the Split world, in certain times. As far as our experience goes inside our band alone, we 


like it most of the time. 


[Too bad our Standard world selves won't know the extent of it the same way as we've come to know it, here 


-it could be the source of plenty lyrics that would fit right in with all the others] 


I's not something we want to destroy. That's not the purpose of this -if it ever was at any point. 


For those of us here in it, it's our life. One of them, anyway. For some of us, it's the ONLY life we now have. 
And all things considered, its one actually worth living -it's not like dragging out bad endings some people here 


had. 


However, with all that said, it's OUR life. It would be preferable for us to have SOME control over it, and some 
say in what HAPPENS. 


At LEAST as much as we may have had in Standard. Which, like many things others have described here so 
far, might be subjective. Coming from someone who can be a self-admitted control freak at times. [| recognize 
well enough what things can't be controlled, and know better than to waste energy on that]. 


No. What trips any of us up -and what's going to be the greatest obstacle for some of us here -are things 
that we CAN try to control, but might not necessarily be things that we SHOULD. 


So, maybe it's just a matter of switching dominance and submission with our likely controller. And each other 
(damn if we don't TRY) Knowing when to lay down the strong hand, and when to pull back, and doing the right 
one at the right time. 


[We've got a LONG way to go, judging by the past week, but we're getting it..] 


That's a learning curve here, same as in Standard. Just a different shape. A different pattern with more bends 
than the ones we learned, rushing through Standard lives in a linear straight-shot. 


| get the sense our controller agrees with Allen on entropy. For all the chaos we've seen 


And | could admit to it. Life without a small bit of insanity probably WOULD be boring. A little unpredictability 
can be good, if it's in the right places. 


| guess it's up to us to figure out how to put it there. That's our rebellion Our fight we're up against that's 
worth fighting. 


Getting that amount of control that truly makes this Split world life OURS. 
The funniest thing about it, for all the odd differences between Lapse and events, in the end, how much 


different does it really work, and how much of the difference just comes from an alternate perspective of this 


game we call Life? 


(To be continued) 
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Neal Doughty had anticipated that following the brief, near-event ordeal Blue Oyster Cult had dealt with, there 


would be at least a couple of days before Allen would feel up to much -if any -investigating. 


Still, true to the word he'd given Donald, and as precaution, should he have found himself quickly back in his 
event with his own band mates, Neal had wasted no time reading through and adding annotations of thoughts 
to Donald's notes from his conversations and observations over the previous couple of days, as well as reading 


Eric's contributed thought. 


His actions proved more than helpful, as less than forty-eight hours after the ordeal with Albert had settled 
out, and as Neal had returned the current notebook to Allen, he found himself under the other keyboardist's 
gaze on the couch, questioning why he'd at least not expected that Allen would have taken less than an hour to 
read through everything, and have plenty more to discuss. 


"So, are you sufficiently caught up, or have you thought of anything else since handing it over?" 
Neal looked up from the couch he'd been sitting on, when Allen approached with the notebook. 


"I think at this point, anything l'd add would be unnecessarily repetitive. What | NEED to do is find something 
ELSE to contribute in there, which means I've probably got work to do. But l'm satisfied with what we've got 


so far, and what Donald was able to tie in from what we'd discussed after moving day" 


"l, too, enjoyed what Donald was able to extract from our ordeal, on top of what the two of you worked 
through from moving day. Speaking of Donald, he had a look at Eric's thoughts this morning, and agreed with 
both of us" Allen slowly unveiled a sinister grin. "After all, achieve proper control of events and Lapse to 


create the desired situation, and who's REALLY controlling WHO?" 


"To think of it, it seems a more likely way to fuck with our controller in the aftermath of less pleasant 
events," Neal quipped. "Push something in an unexpected direction, but perhaps in a way that feels too ‘right to 
force otherwise. | guess that could also be why trying TOO hard to control things for us ends up backfiring -if 
it DOESN'T feel right, and it's too forced" 


"And that, Neal, is EXACTLY where the two ways the human brain can naturally perceive a situation intersect, 
and can be equally important" Allen's mouth relaxed into a less severe smirk, if still equally proud and 
scheming. "Now, on that note, and of somebody who might use the other method of perception more 


frequently than we often do, how would you like to go find John Lodge tonight?" 


Neal's features hitched into a smirk of his own. "Let me guess, it's not really ‘do you WANT to do this’ as 
much as it is ‘let's GO and do this, BEFORE you disappear'." 


‘Preferably. | think that terminology of ‘disappearing’ would be MORE accurate if you were to ask Donald" Allen 
cracked up. "Of which in repetition is probably among the highest of compliments, coming from him. But, you 
should already know, l'm not gonna MAKE you come with me and do it, if there's a reason sitting down with 
John is an uncomfortable prospect you'd really rather not live out -in any time, or within the influence of 


current events." 


"My current event doesn't have me spinning out THAT bad, YET. And you're talking like there's a rational 
reason for ANYONE to be uncomfortable around John Lodge, anyway. | bet we're all in for a shock the day 
anyone finds a truly bad bone in his body." Neal stood up and clapped his hands together. “Alright, let's do it" 


"| know he headed out for a bit." Allen tabbed through their notebook while pondering their options. "We might 
just have someone here who could tell us where he might be and how soon he'll be back Though, depending on 
where he is, we might want to go meet him there. There might be less chance of being disrupted or 


distracted, which is great, as long as we're not intruding on him." 


"You know, that sounds really nice -if he didn't leave the house with the intention to get away from all of us. 
Which doesn't seem like something he would do, though | wouldn't be able to blame him if he did" Neal smirked 
as the prospect of comparing the patience he sometimes needed to fight to keep with his own band mates to 
how much patience John seemed to have. "If Reb's home, I'm pretty sure he'd know. Jeff, too, and can't see 


why either of them wouldn't tell us." 


"Maybe they'd know if it would be a good idea to go out or wait for him, too," Allen mused, standing to go find 
one of the two. "If they knew and wouldn't tell us, that would probably speak to that" 


It didn't end up taking long to find Reb, who was in the smaller living room across the hall from the bedrooms, 
where guitar equipment was set up beside the TV. 


"Jeff is probably on his way back from spending the day out in Virginia Beach with Mick" Reb shrugged. "I'm 
just gonna hope that's a good thing, and tell myself that it is until | hear something different. And John went 


out to have one of his evening walks around the river. Don followed in another car with Waylon -he said he 


was going to meet John down by the river, anyway -but he's probably on his way home by now, so he 
wouldn't be able to tell us if John's still there, or which of the places along the river he's at tonight. 


"Unless we wait for him to get home," Neal tried, "but then | guess by then, John might be about ready to 


come home, too." 


"Well, John usually calls Jeff and | to let us know when he's coming back," Reb tried, "and we haven't gotten 
that. We could fry calling him, but usually he leaves the phone in the car while he's out walking. And it's lucky 


if Don brings a phone at all, so it'd be hard to ask him -and I'd be nervous to call him, anyway." 


"Well, yeah, | can't blame him." Allen internally mused on the earlier debate on John's reasons for venturing 
out, and how the mystery dissipated when asking the same question about Don. "He is going out there for 
some peace and quiet away from what he has going on 


"Tell me about it," groaned Neal. "One of these days l'm going to run up to him when he's leaving and beg him 


to take me WITH him" 


"If you're looking for John, he probably wouldn't mind you joining him without a warning -unlike Don" Reb 
laughed at Neal's suggestion, and implied question. "I just don't know where he is, aside from walking along the 


river somewhere." 
Neal tossed his hands up, turning toward the door. "Well, that at least tells us something." 
lm trying," offered Reb, managing a weak, shy smile. "I know it's not much." 


Its a start. And you're doing just fine," assured Allen, before following Neal out. "Well, odds seem good that 
John's still out there, and a walk outside might not be a bad thing at all, considering some of the conversations 


we've had. Let's jump in the car and go see if we can find him." 


Neal was already opening the door to the external stairs, and fishing house keys from the rack. "I take it 
you've guessed where he is if we're bothering to go look after that vague answer. If you're right, it shouldn't 
be too far away, should it?" 


"While | could see him venturing out with Mike and Ray, or with Justin, if he were here, | don't see John 
trekking downtown to Waterside on his own" Allen sneaked his hand in beside Neal's and plucked a set of car 
keys, before both turned through the door and began to descend the steps. "Nor do | think Don would take the 
dog there, either, since there'd be too many strangers he might snarl at. And at least Don wouldn't have said 
‘river if he went down to the beach at Ocean View. That leaves us three other places where he could actually 
walk a worthwhile distance along the water. None of which are far away at all, if we're driving. We'll pass them 


in a fifteen minute loop if we don't see him at any of the three, anyway.” 


Once in the car, Allen started down the street, making a right turn onto the secondary main road going 
through a railroad underpass, and exiting the business district they resided in 


"So, where to, first?" asked Neal. "This is somewhat familiar territory for me, compared to what | came back 


from my event to." 


"A few neighborhoods over, down this road," started Allen. "Triangle Park is less likely, but it's a nice river inlet 
on this side of the major artery through this side of the city, so we'll start there.. and it puts us on the side 
street to go directly across to Myrtle Park, and the cove around the Larchmont library." 


"Well, | know the library, but | don't think I've ever seen Triangle Park. Would the third happen to be 49th 


street?" 


Allen nodded. "Which, if we're heading toward that from Myrtle Park, we've already gone out the furthest and 
are working our way back here while heading toward 49th" 


Neal watched as they briefly passed through cross-sections of two distinct neighborhoods, and crossed a small 
bridge over the inlet of the river into a third A couple of turns into side streets led to a walled-off river 
bank, where the river had stuck its irregular fingers into the land, and the roads had been built to attempt 
some structure. A street ran parallel the open riverside and low sea wall, and two formed on either side, 


leading away to converge, leaving a large, triangular median, housing a small park 


For once, some name is straightforward, Neal thought to himself, studying the street Allen had come to a stop 
along. While the low wall was keeping the high tide waters from spilling over directly in the thin strip of grass 
separating it from the street, the storm drains along the curb were backing up halfway across the pavement, 


just shy of a half-foot deep. Not the best conditions for walking right beside the water. 


And neither Don and Waylon, nor John visible on the triangle, either. Then, Neal remembered snippets of 
conversation about the similar park where the river curled its arm around to the other side of the primary 


road. 


"If there's some ponding in the street here, would Myrtle Park even be walkable right now? They're not here, 
but I've heard Don say a thousand times over that as much as he likes that area, it floods something terrible 


with every other high tide. The land seems a bit higher up here." 


"It doesn't dip down as much, and it's a bit further and protected from the opening to the bay, so it doesn't 
happen as quick. Unless there's a tidal storm or surge, where we'd probably see something worse over here, 
technically you COULD walk around the cove at Myrtle Park," Allen figured, putting the car back into drive and 
turning on one of the converging roads, leading toward the neighborhood's exit. "But it wouldn't necessarily be 
something you SHOULD do, since you'd probably have to walk up in the grass of people's front yards and track 


mud, or end up getting in ankle-deep water at the lowest points around the back end." 


Neal snorted at the thought. "John would NOT walk through people's yards." Even if he WOULDN'T leave muddy 
footprints. 


Rather than driving across when he found all six lanes of the main road clear, Allen turned left, heading back in 


the direction they'd come from. 
"Which is why we're going straight to 49th Street. It's where he'll be, if he's still out here." 


They continued down the right lane, passing several, named neighborhood streets, then a school that created 
one extra large block, before the numbered streets would begin The first to go all the way through on the 
other side and not terminate on the backside of the school lot was 44th street. A right turn led them past 
the school campus, then through some residential blocks, before terminating at a cul de sac, blocked at the 
end by a metal rail with red, reflective diamond signs, blocking off a bulk head of large rocks creating a barrier 
against any aggressive coastal storm wave smacks. Off to the side, a trail was left open, allowing access down 
onto the sand. 


Neal spotted John's car parked on the street right at the end. Allen pulled in behind him along the curb. 
Climbing out onto the street, he tucked the evidence notebook under his arm, before sticking a cigarette 
between his teeth and lighting it, waiting for Neal to come around the right side of the car. 


"Ready?" 

"Well, if I'm not, I'll figure it out as we go." Neal shrugged, following Allen across the turn space and down to 
the trail. "Like we've said, seems to be what our controller does half the time -and it worked pretty well in 
Appomattox." 

"Why not again?" Allen tossed his hands up with an air of cheerfulness above his typical nonchalance of said 


gesture, descending the small hill with Neal, where they almost immediately spotted John down beneath the 
other side of the rocky bulkhead. Just as soon, John spotted them." 


‘Oh, hello! How lovely it is to see you this evening!" 
I'm glad to see you as well. You know, I'd have had to be concerned if | hadn't found you here, and called to 
find out you weren't home, either," Allen quipped. "I guess it's a good thing nobody's seen any sign of an event 


coming to you, or there might have already been some of us well past that." 


"You've come to ask my perspective on certain mysteries," realized John, a more knowina, eager smile gracin 
y persp Yy g, eag gracing 


his features. 
"We have." 
"If you're willing tonight,” Allen added. "We're ready, at least if you are." 


‘I've been ready, and thats not changed" John gestured, inviting Neal and Allen to along with him as he turned 
and switched directions across the diminished, yet still walkable stretch of sand. "Though, | do suppose what 


you're searching for has changed as you've gone along, and you know better than anyone else what that is 
now. So then, what can | attempt to answer that would be most helpful?" 


"You know what? Since it seems | have a problem with seeing events coming and giving these guys fair warning 
before | end up away with one?" Neal tossed his hands up. "Aside from the basic signs of being in a certain 
mental space and that moment where it is time to leave, how do you all know? What signs did you catch with 


whatever happened with Mike a few weeks back? Stuff that he didn't see while he was asleep in the garden?" 
Allen nodded and pointed toward Neal. 


Copy that. Not a bad place to start, even though | felt PLENTY of signs with the would-be event we just had. 
There's clearly no single way it can go, but the more variations we understand, the better chance we have of 


understanding new ones we haven't seen. 


"Ah, that, my friends, is one thing my mates and | haven't been able to come to a full agreement on. We've 
agreed to disagree, so to speak, on whether it was even the start of an event or not, how far along it might 
have gotten, and how serious it was. | should say, we recognize any of us could be correct, but have chosen 


to see our own way for our comfort levels, until we know better -if we ever will" 
"That's better than some," Allen ceded. 


Neal sighed. Yeah, if we can get Kevin just to that point, we'll be doing great. "| wondered, since Mike was pretty 
convinced from his side it wasn't more than he walked out and fell asleep, and all of you fought the rest.” 


‘Its hard to say, honestly. There weren't too many signs too far ahead. Maybe that was the best sign we 
were given that it wouldn't end up amounting to anything, since it feels that events tied to negative happenings 
in our pasts have a notable buildup, more often than not." John gestured to Neal. "Though there have been 


exceptions to that, and even more across all of us." 
"Yeah, and don't | know it" 


"| suppose at the time, staying behind, Ray and | thought it would be wise to accept the chance it could be an 
event, and attempt to prepare ourselves to handle it” John smiled sadly. "Perhaps the latter being something 
that poses a greater challenge on some more than others, depending on who would have been most involved in 


any conflict." 


"Yeah, I'd bet hands down, Don and George have seen events coming that they both wanted to stop and 
couldn't," Allen offered. Don wouldnt speak badly by describing examples, but from what Donald got, he seemed to 
imply it well enough 


‘Oh, its got to be a terribly frustrating thing for them, with just how many events they had in a small 
amount of time. And then this one now started when it was far enough along standard events to be just past 


their reach to do anything to stop it" John nodded slowly with deep sympathy in his eyes. "Well, not too long 


after we first found ourselves here, we had an event I'm sure Mike has mentioned, involving the time he let a 


moment of frustration go too far, and Graeme ended up bearing the impact." 


‘I'm pretty sure he did," Neal quipped, "unless there's something worse he did than downplaying Graeme's role 
in the band for being ‘just a drummer'.” 


"Thankfully not, since | feel it sowed enough discontent simply at that." John winced at the memory of the 
tense, quiet that had followed on both sides, following the errant remark. "And that was what our warning 
signs resembled. Mike picked up a similar demeanor as the one he had during and after that event. Perhaps not 
as severe. He did seem a bit frustrated, with no clear reason as to why, and began to withdraw himself, 
though he did not vocalize any displeasure. Then he became quiet and depressed. He acted as if he felt badly 


about something -as he had, following his confrontation with Graeme." 


"So while Mike didn't perceive it as anything too bad from what he told me, it sounds like it was pretty visible 
from your perspective," Neal concluded, looking over to see Allen sneaking a scribble into his notes, before 
looking up and giving him an encouraging nod. "I've been told Graeme wasn't here with us in Lapse to really see 
if he picked up the same sort of signs, but was there anything else to think something might have actually 
been building up?" 


"Well, Ray was certainly uneasy about that time, as he was in reality. It's not something we've really been able 
to tell, where if it was tied to the possibility of an event, or if he just found Mike's behavior worrisome for 
what it was. He's not sure himself, in hindsight. We've both thought it over, but when he started to feel off, 
he took some acid and tried to take his mind elsewhere, which -regardless of my or anyone's opinion of that 
method -was an unsuccessful venture for that instance. That was about it, before he just went missing that 
one morning for most of the day. And | do imagine that we might have seen greater signs of it, if Graeme 
were currently here, rather than off with Justin. However, Mike was our only direct tell, and he just withdrew 
further across a number of hours, until he finally removed himself from the building, and we didn't see him 


for an entire day" 


"Good note for comparison" Allen nodded appreciatively. "It does seem like it could have been an event that just 
didn't have the strength to go very far and fizzled out based on other notes, at best. | think that's the most 
potentially uncomfortable digging we expected to do tonight, so thank you for being so kind and willing.” 


"No problem. | don't believe it to be so terrible compared to things that have happened, and it seems all of us 
here are aware that one goal of talking about these things is to better handle, if not prevent worse conditions. 
And you," John gestured to Neal, "I commend you for being brave enough to ask about what not even those 


directly involved care to discuss much." 


"| wouldn't consider myself brave, but | appreciate it. You sharing, and the sentiment” Neal smirked. "Well, then, 


we did have a few other questions, if you're up to it after that.” 


"You're more than welcome to continue." 


"Alright" Neal turned to Allen. "Did you have any plans for what we went for next?" 


"Well." Allen slowly unsheathed a mischievous smirk of his own. "I believe you had a question remaining for 
both of us from your conversation with Donald, regarding your list of connections. Perhaps you should 


elaborate on that for both of us so we can complete it for you." 


"You want me to MODERATE the discussion over that?" Neal lowered his face into his outstretched palm. "Oh, 
GREAT" 


Allen snorted. "Maybe or maybe not an idea that was posed between us. Consider it coverage for whatever 


absences you have lying ahead." 


"Ah-HAH! | should have known. There's a catch to everything here -I thought you were going too easy on me 
in the house." Neal reached his hands out and motioned for Allen to give him the notebook, then just to make 
his point, pulled back with it after Allen handed it over, as if motioning to have snatched it more forcefully 
than he had. "Alright then, let's do this, however well | can" 


"Oh, its alright, mate. | promise to do my best not to be too difficult” 


"So Donald and | came up with a whole list of things some of us here have in common, or ways our bands are 
connected," Neal explained, tone initially inflected with exasperation. "| guess we sort of hinted at that as a 
known factor for who ends up in what location, up to a certain capacity, where most of us are connected 
directly or indirectly somewhere. And Kevin did sort of have a point, not accounting for the chance that some 
bands just might not be here right now. Take The Who, for example -and most of the connections my band 
has with everyone else here is indirectly through connections to them. But of everyone here, it looks like 
everyone either has a vague conection tracing to The Moody Blues, or Blue Oyster Cult, and while it feels like 
THAT is a divide of sorts, I've heard you all reference some odd parallels -maybe you all could elaborate on 
those? Because all parallels seem to be fair ground for connection, but Donald and | came across some that 
were superficial enough to be more of a coincidence. | guess that begs the question how complex some of 


these parallels we have are, and not just how many there are." 
"Yes, | would absolutely be happy to go in detail what we've got in common." John looked to Allen 


"So I've read through Neal and Donald's notes," Allen began, venturing to clarify before starting. "To recap the 
web of strings so far, they've got an uncanny number of direct connections they didn't realize they had; both 
have significant connections to my band, Blue Oyster Cult, if less so than between each other. Dokken and 
Winger -and might as well count Ratt, too, even though we haven't seen them much lately -they've got 
several direct ties and member overlaps, and a couple of smaller indirect ties to Blue Oyster Cult as well. 


Where it gets hairy is shifting over to you -The Moody Blues -and Deep Purple.” 


"The way I've processed it since our conversation at hell o'clock in the morning is some band in this house is 


acting as somewhat of a bridge. We came up with some indirect connections between Deep Purple and Winger 


by Reb later being in Whitesnake with David Coverdale, and then Steve Morse and Rod Morgenstein being 


involved with the Dixie Dregs -but then Steve has yet to be present here himself. We've got one slightly more 
significant connection between Dokken and Deep Purple through Glenn Hughes, in that there's actually been a 


significant event involving that. | guess Alice Cooper counts while he's here as an indirect across all of those..." 


"Ah, but then | suppose it seems we as The Moody Blues are somewhat floating freely outside all of that," 
John finished." 


"Yeah, pretty much. Or, we did think of some indirect crossing of paths with lan Gillan and Justin in the late 
60s, but then nobody in Deep Purple really seems too keen on you all, and then from what I've been told, | 
doubt Deep Purple is really contributing to a bridge between The Moody Blues and Blue Oyster Cult" 


"As Neal so wisely pointed out in his conversation with Donald, most of the better known interactions between 
us and Deep Purple in the Standard World were not the greatest." Allen smirked. "Although, those who weren't 


so involved in those back then seem to do quite well together here." 


"So that's why I'm thinking it's gotta be the parallels between the two of you. Not counting the connections 
we-" Neal pointed between John and himself "-have to The Who. In which case, we could be a bridge, and Kevin 
might be onto something -and he probably is, to a point -but, forgetting about them, and forgetting 
connections that were first made after the Split, what's making it work in their absence?" 


"Well, | suppose we'd best look at the strongest we've got, since that is quite a high reach to overcome," John 
mused. "| certainly don't believe we are alone in this -as | am sure Donald could attest to it -but would you 


agree our music has never properly fit under any one genre title?" 


"Yeah, that'd be fair to say. MORE than fair." Allen smirked. "I've got a bit of a rant on that -you wanna say 


what you want first?" 


‘I'm happy to speak and listen in whatever order you like, though | appreciate the gesture." John shrugged. 
"Perhaps I'll take it this time around. | believe we know what we intend to be as The Moodies, and that has 
changed some with time, but as Ray so spectacularly put it once upon a time, it's ‘the marriage of classical 
and rock’. That's the root of it -and we've experimented. We had a lovely time in the 80s infusing pop into that 
mix, and even some electronic influences in our last recorded efforts. But | suppose that isn't considered a 
class, rather than the names of two classes, and most people might find that a rather lengthy description’ 


"So what did you usually get called? Classical fusion? Prog?" 


"The latter, to an extent. Our second main album even led some to question applying the psychedelic rock term, 
which is more than fair to Ray and Mike -and psychedelic drugs were a great portion of their creative 
process, though it wasn't as present in our musical style as it was for quite a number of our contemporaries. 


Progressive rock was a bit of a controversial term for us to be fit under, too.” 


"You had the concept albums, and the classical ties, but you didn't have the songs that shifted through entire 
acts and went on for half the LP or longer," Allen added, nodding. "We got a little bit of that with our second 


and third albums, with some critics trying to push and pull around that label -though not nearly to the extent 


| remember seeing with you guys." 


"And that is just the issue of it," replied John. "Are we prog, or are we not? How many elements must you 


have to be something? Or does it actually matter?" 


Neal did a double-take at the hanging quiet, realizing the question was not entirely rhetorical, in prompting 
response, and shrugged. "I don't know. At least to me, | don't think it really matters. But | guess that's 


subjective." 
Allen pointed to Neal. "Of course it is." 


"Well, some fans will say we are. Others, who have listened to the likes of Jethro Tull, or what our lovely 
keyboard player from the 80s did with Yes before his time with us might not agree -or they might if they 
consider a wider range. But in any case, what all of us within The Moody Blues all agree, regardless of what we 
may put in that's different than other bands, we came into music with one thing in common we all enjoy -and 
that's rock and roll. It's great!" John chuckled, seeming to hint toward past hijinks with his ending words, but 
then turned to Allen. "So then, it's all yours." 


First of all, look -as far as labels go, / dont care" Allen seemed to scoff at the mere idea. "Personally, | could 
not be bothered. None of us in BOC really do. As far as we're concerned, we're Blue Oyster Cult. That's all 
there really is to it that matters, or what properly describes us," he explained, pausing, then gesturing to 
introduce a different perspective. 


"Now, the problem -on a wider scale, the music industry likes labels. Or classes. Or genres. Most of them are 
meaningless in themselves outside of how someone chooses to define it, anyway, and | think that's exactly why 
you get discrepancies. It's all biased. Everyone that gets put within a genre, or a genre within a genre -raised 
to whatever degree -comes from a different mix of influences, and is therefore going to be different and push 
the different extremes of any defined boundaries. That's why it can be a problem that the music industry 
gets hung up on having those labels. But you SEE, there IS a reason for it -as we've seen here in the Split 
world. We have to give a name to describe a certain, complex thing, to understand what we're all trying to 
communicate about. Somewhere along the lines, we decided to call it ‘the Split world. We could have called it 


‘the other world Or ‘the alternate world' if we'd chosen that-" 

"-And we'd still be right here in this same situation, because itd still be the same thing," finished Neal. 

"Hell, yeah! It wouldn't have changed a single thing about what it was then, or what it is now. And that goes on 
-for Lapse or ‘events’ -those could have been called anything else. You could call a more negative event ‘a big 


hoopla clusterfuck' if you wanted to-" 


John Lodge chortled loudly. 


"Don't tell Kevin and Gary. They might actually call it that," Neal cracked out with mirth, "though itd sadly be 


accurate at times for us." 


"-Alright, see? | didn't make you do this as a punishment," Allen revealed. "I know you're going through an 
event where you probably really could call it that, but while we're out here, even talking serious, let's lighten 
up. Now, lecture mode off. But, back to it, we're seeing some incidence of ‘events’ that don't ever fully go 
through or leave ‘Lapse’, as we've already asked John about -and nobody really knows what to call that. And as 
we've said how the music industry and record companies want to label and classify everything so that 
listeners have an idea of whats going to appeal to them, that's not foolproof, and it's biased for even more 


reasons outside of this analogy-" 


"-| see what you're getting at with that, though," Neal interrupted. "Someone who was more affected by it 
might be inclined to call it an event that didn't go through, while someone less affected, but still impacted 
might have just called it a shift of era of influence in Lapse. And with some of the more recent things going 
on, just more to back up the tendency for negative events to have a bigger hit." 


"| would agree." John nodded. "I think that's very likely why Mike didn't see it as severe as Ray." 


"Stated better than | could, and with a thoughtful tie-in of additional factors," Allen praised. "Bringing that back 
to similarities our bands have, Blue Oyster Cult has been considered both ‘rock’ and ‘heavy metal’, first and 
foremost. There's already debate where that line falls, and we've stepped to the opposing edges of that overlap 


zone within our time, and outside of the overlap a few times as well. For no other reason than whenever the 


hell we felt like it." 


| could see where that could be subjective among listeners, too," Neal realized, "since we seem to just LOVE 
talking about subjective matters around here. Someone who's primarily a fan of bands like, oh, the Eagles and 
Fleetwood Mac, or even the softer arena rock crowd we got labelled under -forget the variety of styles we've 
passed through -they would probably call most of your earlier work in that overlap zone ‘metal’. And I'd 
probably imagine a fan of someone like Black Sabbath or Judas Priest -or maybe even Dokken -might say that 
its close, but not quite, and go with ‘rock:." 


"Yeah! Exactly! That just puts it in specifics, anyway. Nobody really has an agreement on where the lines of 
those labels fall, so none of them can be truly accurate, even when we need them. So what are you gonna do? 
But again, you see, it doesn't change whatever the hell we are, regardless of who calls us what. And to the 
music critics and reviewers at the time who wanted to hype BOC as the ‘American Black Sabbath’, well, maybe 
you could say we reached up and touched that expectation a couple of times. It was never our intention to be 
Black Sabbath, though. We didn't NEED to, between what we had, and what Sandy had for us, and Patti, and 
Meltzer -so To anyone expecting that to consistently be delivered “sorry, but that's just not what you're 


gonna get out of us. We're our own band. And damn if if's one we can be proud of being." 


"Same with us," chimed in John. "And | suppose it would be ideal if we could make it to where we could say the 


same of this world" 


"Absolutely. Need any elaboration on anything, Neal?" 


"No, I've got it -and amen to trying to get this world to that point -even HALF the time would be GREAT. 
Right now." Neal finished scribbling out notes. "I think it is a significant parallel, but like John said at the start, 
you're not really the only ones there. Hell, even us, to a point. So, what ELSE have you all got? 


"| think there's something to be said for us rotating lead singing duties. 


"Yes, | believe we've got a similar structure there," John agreed. "Apart from The Beatles, who most of us 
have taken some influence from, we've certainly done it more than the average band who occasionally lets 


another member take the lead." 


"Aside from Graeme and |, since we don't really sing -but then I've got plenty of other things | do while 
someone else can sing it better. Graeme writes enough of the complex poetry on top of playing drums -at 
least I'd think he doesn't need to contribute that way, though it's probably not my call” Allen shrugged. "You're 


welcome to correct me if I'm wrong." 


"No, he's perfect for us with what he does -and just for that, he's certainly not ‘just a drummer". Quite a 
shame, that was something we were less able to point out in the mindset of that event. Even with the mixed 
lead vocal duties, there certainly were dominant singers, though -for us, it was Jus and |, and Eric and Buck do 


quite well together." 


"You know, speaking of that previous point, | think it's odd -and it might not be related, since its been about a 
month in between, but both of you have recently had-" Neal paused. "-well, what we haven't decided what 
they're called -and | don't think it matters, either, but | know KEVIN would argue with all of us on THAT - 
those not-quite-events, but it went beyond Lapse, you both had some that had to do with someone leaving 
your bands." 


“Those ‘almost-events’, if it would be of benefit for our friend Kevin to be a part of this process," John 
suggested kindly, "are something interesting you should mention when they weren't particularly far apart in the 


Standard reality, either." 


"There were a few small, odd years in there," Allen noted, "maybe matching some few, small odd weeks here. 
Seemed to happen around the point of some notable stylistic changes, too, of which weren't entirely the result 
of that change. Albert was still with us during the recording, release, and beginning of our touring for Fire of 
Unknown Origin, and maybe some would argue that change in style was already starting around Mirrors. Which | 


guess you could say was released a lot closer in time to Octave, if we're considering the stylistic change part" 


"Why, yes! We still had Mike through the recording of Octave as well. | have not really thought of that 
similarity in timing we've had with these almost-events, be it coincidental or by design in this world" John 


nodded toward Neal. "Thank you for making note of that." 


"And then we also sort of had a controversial period amongst fans in the mid-80s," added Allen, "though | 
wasn't there for half of mine." 


"The 80s we're quite an unusual time for both of us, weren't they?" John chuckled regretfully. "| suppose we 
were trying to take the successful parts of our new style we had established ourselves with on Long Distance 
Voyager, and cross it with the romantic direction everyone seemed to be taking -where the industry was 
pushing us all toward whether it was desired or not, perhaps -though | don't think we ever quite properly 


achieved it." 


‘lm not sure what they tried to do on our mid 80s albums. Hell, Buck and Eric have said THEY'RE not sure, 
either. | think they'd happily forget Club Ninja if they could, and l'm indifferent myself when | chose to have no 
part of it" Allen shrugged. "But then, for the flak it caught, there's a couple of tracks on there that a good 
portion of fans will beg for, so | suppose it's not a total loss, for a lesser phase we went through. It balances 


out, more or less." 


“Anything else?" asked Neal. "What about soundtracks? | know a lot of bands got caught up in that, whether 


writing songs for it, or having previous ones used. We had a few for some ho-hum films." 


Allen and John stopped in their tracks in the back and forth pattern they'd been collectively walking in parallel 
to the surf, looked at each other, and cracked up. 


‘Oh, and they were bloody awful! 


"Yeah, just like Donald and | have that in common, too." Allen sighed, and turned toward John. "Anything else 
you've got? l'm starting to draw blanks for ideas, aside from getting into the parallels of the nitty-gritty 


drama around people leaving the band -which, I'm not too keen on discussing for now. 


Neal shook his head. "No, | think we could do without that. Maybe if it rears up, we can take notes and 


compare as it happens." 


"It would probably be best, for while we must address unpleasant issues to make things better here, there is 
something to be said for picking and choosing when that should be, so not to reinforce the unpleasantness by 
having it chase away better moments," John mused. "But | would certainly agree, we had some very similar 

patterns between our dear Patrick, and Rick Downey, and then later, Joe and Ray.. Oh, | suppose the friendship 


between Mike and Eric is the greatest show of one of our commonalities -themes related to outer space!" 


"Couldn't possibly forget it, and yet again, | couldn't have said it better." Allen paused, pensively, before allowing 
a less ironic smirk "You know what? You might be onto something, John; | think outer space themes might be 


one of our greatest connections, if also one of our most subtle. 


"Well yeah, subtle doesn't necessarily mean it can't be significant" Neal tossed his hands up between himself 
and Allen. "Look at us -most of our direct connection was being influenced by The Doors -and if we look at the 


right songs, we can trace it between each other." 


‘Oh, absolutely. Its just a matter of figuring out what's relevant and what's not. As you and Donald so aptly 
pointed out, the similarity between a few of our songs is significant in that we could very much discern where 
we both pulled our influence from The Doors, but just because you and John happen to have a song with the 


exact same riff in it doesn't make it a connection with how common a progression it followed." 


"Yes, ‘Ridin the Storm Out. We never suspected anything of the similarities -it's indeed a wonderful riff” John 
chuckled, looking up to the sky, which had become a bit overcast. "Speaking of which, we may very well be 
doing just that later tonight. But | digress -l suppose our connections with Blue Oyster Cult are substantial 
enough on their own, if quite possibly supplemented by The Who, in spite of their absence, and then that's stil 


not to say that Deep Purple could not contribute, despite the less favorable experiences some of us have had." 


"More objectively, they still are connections. All in summation, | think it's definitely enough to amount to 
something. So do you think that's good enough to fill in the gaps in your mapping, Neal?" 


"For now, | think so." Neal turned from Allen to John. "But | have another question, going on that same track. 
While we're playing devil's advocate around what Kevin asked, about other bands that some of us have 
stronger connections with than who's already here. What WOULD happen if they ended up in a different 
location from any of us? This one might be nearing some rough capacity, so it seems like something that 
might happen soon enough. We know we can visit other locations, and having connections with someone there 
does make it easier to go between them whenever. But have you heard anything that we haven't about anyone 


permanently moving between locations?" 


"This actually might be a better question for Don Dokken, though I'll tell you what | can," warned John. "I 
believe his band might have been the first to become a part of this location | certainly don't know the 
particulars, but that he was very briefly with the first location while he and his bandmates got their bearings 
on first arriving in Lapse, but in no more than two days, they were in the very building we spent much time 
in" 

Allen raised a skyward index finger, struck by a burning interjection for John. "Hang on a second -wasn't Ratt 
here before them?" 


"To the best of my knowledge, yes." 


"So then Ratt either shifted to start this location first, or they spent more time in the first location, and 
moved to follow Dokken here" Neal frowned pensively. "I guess in either case, Dokken probably wouldn't have 
counted as moving from the first location when they were hardly there at all -as John suggested, it was sort 
of a landing point -but in the latter case, Ratt would have legitimately had to have moved locations." 


"Unless there's a set point of time which it could happen more readily, though we've not had enough cases of 
new main locations forming to see it happen yet. For purely speculative purposes, IF there were to be a 
window, I'd estimate it to be six months, until we see otherwise" Allen shrugged. "If for no other reason than 


we've seen other proved aspects follow that rule." 


"To my knowledge, it did follow the latter pattern which Neal described, and it certainly would have been within 
six months of their arrival, to fit within the speculation you so describe. It also would have fit within a three 


month window, should any window existing be found to be shorter. And | definitely know from conversation with 


Jeff that Ratt is much closer to Winger and Dokken than any of the bands in the first location 
"The Scorpions would have been their only primary connection, there." Allen nodded in agreement with John 


Neal snorted. "Well, if there IS a six month window, and if Kevin's thoughts hold any validity, we're not 
spontaneously moving from this location now. It would have to be on our own effort. And I'm not sure if I'd 


want to at this point." 


"That's one nice thing, in regard to that, is it is entirely a choice, with enough time out of an event. And | 
would certainly wonder, given the presence elsewhere of Cinderella and their collective friendship if some of 
our friends in Ratt have left this location behind for an independent location, anyway.” 


"Now going off that, what if Ratt never really were officially part of this location?” Allen perked up with the 
toss of the mental curveball. "What if they simply chose to be here, and then eventually worked toward 


getting into an independent location?" 


"| think they did default here after one event, unless they ended up at the first location and made their way 
back here, though it's possible. It might be a bit soon to tell if they have gone independent -once again, in part 
for them being at large. But, | believe, unless there is a physical block tied to an event, as with our dear 
friend, Kip, once somebody leaves a location, it may not be their default return to Lapse anymore, but | believe 
they will always find it easily accessible. Our friends in Dokken have always had an easy time visiting the 
Scorpions, aside from occasional recent moments since-" John paused, appearing taken aback as it seemed 
words disappeared on the tip of his tongue as he tried to speak them. "since our other friends -since some 


others have been less often present, perhaps forced to default somewhere else in Lapse." 


Briefly, Allen frowned and sadly shook his head at the sight of the verbal block which Donald had encountered 
during his discussion with Kip, as the conversation became too specific. Meshed with the memory of his 


conversation with Reb, he could only imagine what it was like for John to know and be unable to say anything, 


day after day that he helped Reb along. 


‘lm not saying | couldn't be wrong, but Donald said that the very night that- SOME of us -went back in their 
event earlier this month, Kip was RIGHT back in here with Mike, just HOURS after they were out," declared 
Neal. "Now, we don't KNOW if Kip was back in his other event while they were away in theirs last week, but it 
sounds to me that Mike and Eric were hooking up with Kip every chance they got since he hasn't been here 
full time. So, could that not be possible proof of that? Because | think it's interesting that practically the 


moment the source of the block was out of this location, he came right back into it like it was an old home." 


"| might be biased, but | can think of less reasons why it wouldn't be proof than why it is." Allen turned to 
John with an inquisitive smirk. "Anything you know that | don't, being directly on both sides of that?" 


"Neither of you were here to see for yourself, at least part of the time, but Kip visited almost every other 
week from February to April. It was like clockwork, how he would turn up whenever Reb wasn't here. It's not 
as consistent lately, but we have still seen him. And | do wish | had the ability to let Reb know that-" John 
was cut off once again, presumably attempting to mention Kip's name in a context incompatible with the block. 


"-That his partner is safe and in good spirits." 
So do | John.. | wish | could at least confirm the very fact with someone else, too.. 


‘Ive seen hints that Kip isn't completely stuck in his event, but somewhat stalled. Or, at least he WAS, for 
awhile. Some allusions to bad traffic," Neal tried. "And | know a few things about being physically stuck. | 
suppose bumper to bumper traffic might keep him from getting back here every time the coast is clear 


here?" 


"Hey, doesn't seem like a bad guess. It would explain a lot" Allen perked up. Never thought of that small detail - 
and this is WHY everyone needs fo be in on it 


"No, not bad at all," agreed John. "I think he very well is stuck whenever they are, at a true standstill with no 
exit that is accessible to them." 


"And nobody's heard of Ratt being in an event where they might be stuck?" Neal lit up with a new 
consideration. "| mean, I'd be surprised if anyone has and Don Dokken doesn't know about it -and I'm pretty 


sure he'd have said something about THAT if he did -but maybe so?" 


"Not that we're aware of, though again, it's been long enough that they could have spent some time away in a 


location of their choosing. They could have then gone into an event before they saw us again." 


"Letts hold THAT thought and ask Don about it." Allen flipped to the inside cover of the notebook where he kept 
post-it sticky-notes of follow-up items. "| want to know if he's at least questioned that possibility, if he's not 


aware of it happening. Since we'll need to get his clarification about the formation of this location, anyway." 


"Sure. | don't think he should be but too hard to catch, as long as I'm HERE," Neal quipped, taking a jab at his 
own expense, and scribbling final points in the notebook. "So, what we know so far -it MIGHT be possible to 
move default locations, if speculated to be within a certain window -and temporary shift of default location 


might result from an event-driven block" 
"Soundly stated," Allen replied 


Thunder rolled in the distance as he did, and the gentle, evening breeze broke through with a warm, harder 
gust of wind. The sunset was still far from over, but lower in the sky over the water, turning it shades of 
orange and pink. Overtop of it, the sky was becoming more overcast, as heavier clouds were rolling in, creating 
contrasting, dark purple splotches across the vibrant sky. Undoubtedly, a show of beauty John had been out to 
catch, but even he knew the impending threat behind it. 


"We may want to think about heading back soon," he warned. "These late spring cloudbursts have a way of 


coming in rather fast, and the signs are now less than subtle as they were before." 
| have one more question. | think it's the last, unless Allen's got anything up his sleeves." 


Allen shrugged. "I think you've hit the same things | had in mind tonight. Unless something comes up that gives 


me more ideas, though | think we've gathered ourselves a lot to think about." 


John motioned for Neal to follow along back up the small dune trail. "Go ahead, and how about it if | tell you 
what | can on the way up to the cars, and if the rain starts, we'll finish it at home. Does that sound like a 
good plan?" 


"Good enough for me." Neal smirked, following Allen and John up to the street. "I don't think itll be as deep, but 
| was wondering if you could tell Allen and | a bit more about this deal with defaulting to a certain era of 


influence -and being able to choose -if you've been out of an event long enough?" 


John did a double take, pausing from stomping the sand out of his shoes against the pavement. "I don't suppose 
that's a question you've considered with Allen having encountered his first event that's taken place in an era 


significantly away from all others?" 


"In part, along with the jump between my current event and the last one that nearly never ended. | haven't 
been around here consistently enough outside of an event to encounter a time where | had a choice." Neal 
paused and ticked off fingers, mentally counting elapsed months. "Actually, from what I've been filled in on, 
aside from Deep Purple members who weren't involved in this past Fall's events, you all in The Moody Blues 
would be the only ones who would have had that chance -| think Jon Lord and Paicey might only just be 
getting that ability in the next few weeks or so." 


"Yes, that's about right, mate. And aside from the time to remain outside of an event, this truly is one of the 
simplest parts of this world. I've enjoyed nearly all of my time with my best mates, across all the years. 
There were perhaps some times | would not wish to reencounter from Standard, though even those were not 
anything | would have true difficulty coping with if that time -and event -were to come. The creativity and 
camaraderie were perhaps their best in the early 10s, and I've enjoyed events and the time after our events 
that were from that time. The 80s were a thrill with the success, and perhaps it wasn't quite as close, 
though there were lots of other wonderful things | had in my life outside of The Moody Blues to be happy for, 
then. And as it stands now, with the time that has passed since my last event, | can simply think to myself, I'd 
like to remember what it's like to be within a certain time, and a few days later -occasionally even the next 
morning -l'll wake up, and there | have it. l'm the John Lodge | was in ITTI, or in 1985." John paused, and then 
grinned with amusement. "And you know what? I've decided that while it can be fun to revisit my youngest 
days with the band, for the pure energy of it, | almost would rather spend my time in later decades, as you 
see I've chosen lately to default to the mid-40s. It's too easy to worry too much, that young -my God, did 
our year-long event show me just how much! And even then, while ill and often frightened, | was able to enjoy 


last year with such a unique perspective of that time through our odd, psychedelic dream adventure." 


"Well if THAT one part isn’t true, than | don't know what is," Neal quipped. "| sometimes miss what we did in 
the 10s, and I'd bet I'd have enjoyed revisiting it more if | weren't trapped buried head-first in a snow bank, 
but | was a LOT happier in the 80s, and for better reasons than the success. So you really can just choose 
after enough time?" 


"That's correct!" John nodded, leaning against the hood of his car as they arrived to their vehicles. "| suppose 
some bands have a harder time experiencing this, depending on the frequency and duration of their events - 
and as you put it, to my knowledge, those in the first location have had far more opportunity to experience it 
than anyone here." 


"I think you're the only band here who actually HAS. Ritchie could have done it -there was a small window 
between March and December of 2018, but | don't think he did before the latter event hit" Allen gave the sky 
a weary look as clouds rolling in noticeably darkened the area beneath the pine trees they stood and parked 
under, but he leaned against the back of the car he'd come in with Neal to oppose John's stance, anyway. 


"Unless Ratt have, but then again, we still have no idea where they are to confirm that much." 


"Well, then, | know what era I'd choose to default to with enough time out of an event. This one I'm in, just set 
about half a year forward, so all the psychological crap calms down" Neal started to settle against the back of 
the car beside Allen, but with a look up to the sky and swaying pine branches, shifted to stand on the 
passenger side, left hand stretched toward the door handle, poised to make a quick getaway. "Would you have 


an era you'd more likely default to, Allen?" 


"Not the late bOs; | was a disaster." Allen snickered, genuinely self-deprecating as much joking for humor, 
before reaching for keys to preemptively unlock the car, noting Neal's position. "War flashbacks aren't anything 
| need to voluntarily relive beyond any events -and they don't mix with LSD, either. Lord only knows how 
fortunate | was for the sanity | had during that time. But | actually haven't had to contemplate that too much, 
yet. This is my first encounter with a change of eras here at all. Perhaps | am less nervous, but more 
fatigued, and maybe feeling a bit too resigned to what is happening. | think it all evens out and every era has 
its merits, even if | might have thought it sucked at the time." 


"Exactly! Even if we've eras we prefer, | think there's something to each we might take for granted, or not 
appreciate, or not even recognize -until we revisit it here. We've perhaps got something special in that; 
perspective some may never have." John smiled knowingly. "And that's not just for nostalgia, though I'm sure 


you've both suspected it's a high point, in my mind." 


Another loud, warm gust came in, smacking pine tree branches together above the road, and sending a couple 
of cones thumping hard in the grass, prompting Neal to habitually, almost subconsciously, trace a finger along 
the car as if moving the pitch wheel of a mini-Moog synthesizer. Just as soon, the first water drops fell, 
dotting the pavement, and the roar in the background told of the heavy fall moving in. 


"That's it!" In one swift move, Neal had yanked the handle to throw open the passenger door and was slinging 
himself along down the side of the vehicle toward it. 


"And thats it!" Allen yanked open his own door and plopped himself in the driver's seat, keeping the door open 
to shout down the car length as John turned around and followed suit. "Thank you, John -we'll let you know if 
there's more to discuss later!" 


"| probably will if I'm here -if it's a fast ticket out of the hot seat and you're alright with it," Neal added, 
ducking into the car and beneath the shelter of its roof, just as hard downfall pelted the metal and glass, 
washing over the windshield with a force the fastest wiper setting could barely keep up with. "Thanks." 


There was no way to hear any response, but as Allen pulled away first, John waved to Neal on the passenger 


side, still parked at the curb, and mouthed through the window: 


"You're welcome any time." 


